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In July 2000 in Cavtat, at an inter-ministerial meeting under the Stability Pact for South
Eastern Europe, the partners engaged in the project Transboundary Cooperation
Through the Management of Shared Natural Resources signed a contract that paved the
way for positive developments in three regions of the Balkan Peninsula. The areas in
question were the mountains of West Stara Planina between Bulgaria and Serbia, the
delta of the Neretva River between Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia, and
Skadar/Shkodra Lake between Albania and Montenegro.
Seven years later we can take stock of the achievements at these three sites. They in-
clude an enlarged Ramsar site (Skadar/Shkodra) and one Euroregion (Stara Planina).
Transboundary structures for dialogue and cooperation have been established and are
functioning well. A joint vision for each of the sites was developed and the regions have
initiated new projects by themselves. In these sites obstacles have been transformed
into opportunities for exchange and joint management of natural resources for the
well-being of the local population. This already bodes well for a common future while
maintaining diversity and mutual enrichment. At the Neretva site, the project enabled
the establishment of the first structures needed for the management of natural re-
sources in the context of numerous, sometimes competing, interests. All these sites re-
quire rational and multifunctional management of the land and water through well
coordinated institutions.
Our country has rich transboundary experiences. Switzerland is a small, multicultural
country located in the heart of the “old Europe.” It has learned throughout its history
that maintaining harmonious relationships with its neighbours is a prerequisite for its
own economic, social, environmental and cultural development. For 50 years already,
we have had initiatives and transboundary projects with all of our neighbours. Today
such joint endeavours cover numerous areas and they facilitate economic and social de-
velopment and exchanges as well as solutions to common problems.
The use of natural water resources in particular is the subject of many fruitful joint initia-
tives with our neighbours. These projects enable the more efficient management of water
courses, improvement of the quality of our lakes, the development of tourism and the
preservation of biodiversity. All these projects benefit the population and are perceived as
real progress. It is from this perspective that we support similar initiatives in the Balkans.
One of the chief accomplishments of the REC and its local staff was to mobilise in each
country the governmental and non-governmental actors at the national, regional and
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Foreword from the Swiss Agency
for Development and Cooperation
Therese Adam
Assistant Director General, SDC
Head, Cooperation with Eastern
Europe and CIS
municipal levels. After that, platforms for dialogue, coordination, exchanges and activ-
ities were established, enabling the achievement of the project objectives. We thank and
offer our sincere congratulations to all REC staff members involved in this process.
One of the keys for success was the demanding dialogue between the REC, SDC and
their experts. We express our thanks also to this last group.
SDC has decided to support these sites until the beginning of 2009. SDC is doing this
in order to ensure the sustainability of the newly established institutions. SDC would
also like to identify best practices from the project and make them available to every-
one who works for the Balkans to develop their capacity to exchange experience and
make the peninsula a region peace and prosperity.
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The project Trans-boundary Cooperation Through the Management of Shared Natural
Resources is part of the Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme for South
Eastern Europe (REReP) and the List of Immediate Project Priorities for the Imple-
mentation of the REReP endorsed by the ministers of environment of the region in
March 2000 in Skopje. It was the first project implemented following the end of the mil-
itary conflicts in 1999. In addition it was the first cross-border project addressing chal-
lenges in remote areas, isolated until then from any international assistance and support.
The project was instrumental in bringing people together, developing dialogue and trust,
laying the groundwork for local democracy and empowering local stakeholders. From
this perspective the project is a direct contribution to the objectives of the Stability
Pact for South Eastern Europe and REReP.
Over the past six years, a variety of tools and methodologies have been developed and
used to ensure the success of the project’s activities. Starting with involving stakehold-
ers on the local and central levels, and providing the necessary information and capac-
ity building, through collecting data, implementing studies, developing action plans
and strategies, and ending with established mechanisms for cross-border dialogue and
cooperation, decentralised project implementation and a joint vision for the future de-
velopment of the sites.
I have every hope that this book’s summary of tools and methodologies, together with
the lessons learned, will prove highly useful to those implementing similar projects in
South Eastern Europe and in other regions.
The project contributed to the international visibility and recognition of shared natu-
ral values. The Albanian side of Skadar/Shkodra Lake has been designated as a protected
area and it was recognised as a Wetland of International Importance under the Ramsar
Convention. Several official documents for enhancing the cross-border cooperation be-
tween Montenegro and Albania for the protection of Skadar/Shkodra Lake, and be-
tween Bulgaria and Serbia for the protection and sustainable development of the West
Stara Planina, were signed and implemented. A “Euroregion” (under the framework of
the Council of Europe) was established in West Stara Planina. A procedure is in place
for proclaiming a nature park that would include the majority of the Croatian part of
the Neretva Delta.
Both the REC and the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) paid spe-
cial attention to the project’s efficiency. For the REC’s part, new local structures were
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established within the organisation’s country offices — the site offices. They were given
necessary training, and support. Policies and procedures were modified to ensure de-
centralised project implementation. SDC ensured continuous support and backstop-
ping, including facilitation, definition of objectives through strategy development, and
external evaluation, as well as monitoring and specialised site missions.
I express my deepest appreciation to the Swiss Agency for Development and Coopera-
tion for their pioneering work in South Eastern Europe promoting local democracy, em-
powering local stakeholders and creating the framework and capacity for the protection
of shared natural resources. I address my special thanks to the local stakeholders in the
Neretva Delta, West Stara Planina and Skadar/Shkodra Lake, and the staff of the envi-
ronmental institutions in Albania, Montenegro, Serbia, Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herze-
govina and Croatia for their support for the project and the contribution to its success.
I would like to specially acknowledge the excellent performance of the project team and
the Swiss consultants supporting it for their hard work, devotion to the project objec-
tives, f lexibility and innovation, and their will to ensure the success of the activities de-
spite all difficulties and challenges.
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The Regional Environmental Center for Central and Eastern Europe (REC), as the im-
plementer of this project, acknowledges the valuable contribution of all who dedicated
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Special thanks to the following individuals and their organisations:
Albania: Zamir Dedej, project focal point at the Ministry of Environment, Forestry
and Water Administration; Mahir Hoti, rector of Shkodra University; Ridvan Sokoli,
director of the Development Office in Shkodra Municipality; Viktor Jubani, former
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Environmental Agency; Tinka Garuci, inspector of the Regional Directory of Educa-
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Forestry Directorate; Fatbardh Sokoli, dean of Natural Sciences Faculty; Dhimiter
Dhora, lector of Shkodra University; and Lorenc Luka, Artan Haxhi, Gjovalin
Kolombi and Maxhid Cungu, representing various local authorities.
Bosnia and Herzegovina: Vesna Pinjuh, Parliament of Bosnia and Herzegovina;
Tahir Dzulic, Cantonal Ministry of Construction, Physical Planning and Environment
of Herzegovina Neretva Canton; Maja Taubman Bevanda, Federal Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Tourism; Srecko Galic, Cantonal Ministry of Construction, Physical
Planning and Environment of Herzegovina Neretva Canton; Nikola Zovko, Hutovo
Blato Nature Park; Pero Marijanovic, Civil Engineering Faculty at the University of
Mostar; Ivan Bogut, Agriculture Faculty at the University of Mostar; Mirko Sarac,
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Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation; Valentin Ianchelov, Municipality of
Belogradchik; Julka Ignatova, Chiprovtzi; Ivailo Iordanov, Municipality of Varshets;
Ivan Ivanov, Municipality of Berkovitza; Diana Ivanova, Regional Environmental In-
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Whether one considers the global or the very local scale, finding a balance between de-
velopment and the conservation of natural resources is perhaps the central dilemma of
today’s human societies. When communities directly depend on natural systems that are
shared by two or more countries, the issue becomes even more complicated, and co-
operation across national borders becomes a factor of key importance. In other ways,
however, cooperation on the use of natural resources — a theme that is rather neutral,
yet essential for all — can bring local communities together, increase internal coherence,
and lead to the formation of new trans-boundary communities.
The trans-boundary regions of the Neretva Delta (between Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Croatia), Skadar/Shkodra Lake (between Montenegro and Albania) and West Stara Plan-
ina (i.e. the Western Balkan Mountains between Serbia and Bulgaria) have been the tar-
get of a six-year international effort of the Regional Environmental Center for Central
and Eastern Europe (REC), the focus being to enhance cooperation among local com-
munities through the promotion of joint management and protection of trans-bound-
ary natural resources.
The project was launched in June 2000 under the Regional Environmental Reconstruc-
tion Programme for South Eastern Europe (REReP) with financial support from the Swiss
Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). At the beginning of 2007 its third
phase reached its conclusion, giving way to a final project phase that explicitly focuses
on ensuring the sustainability of key project results — particularly the trans-boundary co-
operation mechanisms established through the project work over the previous years.
This document relates the experience gained through the project and provides a synthesis
of main conclusions and lessons. Its ultimate goals are to help others to capitalise on
these lessons and provide a strong basis for further interventions in the three pilot cross-
border sites, or others facing similar development situations. Organisations — whether
international, national or local — implementing or supporting similar projects may dis-
cover the findings presented here especially useful in designing or carrying out their
own trans-boundary initiatives.
The document is organised into six main parts. The first gives the location and provides
an introduction to the local context of work. The second part explains the project in
terms of its concrete activities, their key outputs and main players that participated.
Parts III, IV and V constitute the main section of the document. They give an overview
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Stara Planina landscape
(By REC archive)
of the methodologies used, important outcomes of the project and a synthesis of key
lessons. The last part is dedicated to follow-up steps and provides information on the
main directions of future activities. The main text of the document has a more general
character, while concrete examples from different sites and different aspects of the work
are explained in boxes.
A characteristic landscape of the
cultivated parts of the Neretva Delta
in Croatia: strips of land covered
with groves of citrus trees (orange,
tangerine and lemon), separated by
channels dug in the 1960s and with
emerging karst surfaces covered by
secondary scrubland vegetation
(Tomislav Rogosic)
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The project Trans-boundary Cooperation Through the Management of Shared Natural Re-
sources was implemented by the Regional Environmental Center for Central and Eastern
Europe (REC) with the support of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
(SDC). Interventions targeted three pilot sites defined by large trans-boundary ecosystems
— a delta, a mountain and a lake — whose rich biodiversity and unique landscapes are in-
ternationally recognised. They also have considerable socio-economic importance and sup-
port the livelihoods of a number of local communities, which partially live by directly
utilising natural resources through agriculture, fishing, tourism, hunting or other uses.
The three cross-border sites targeted by the project are:
Neretva Delta: located in the Lower Neretva Valley, including the river basin from
Pochitelj to the river’s mouth, and shared by Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina;
Skadar/Shkodra Lake: a large lake in the Zeta-Skadar Valley, between Montenegro and
Albania; and
West Stara Planina: the most western section of the Balkan mountain range (Stara
Planina) located in northeast Serbia and northwest Bulgaria.
In all three sites human activities, such as the uncontrolled exploitation of natural re-
sources, pose significant threats to natural values. Sustainable local development is hin-
dered by several obstacles arising from the local socio-economic context and the often
contradictory development initiatives.
The project constitutes one of the first field-interventions within the Regional Envi-
ronmental Reconstruction Programme for South Eastern Europe (REReP), a regional po-
litical framework that seeks to ensure that environmental protection is not overlooked
in efforts towards the reconstruction and stabilisation of the region. The project was
launched in July 2000. See Box 1 to learn about REReP’s goal and objectives.
The process and main players
The project was implemented in three phases: the first running between July 2000 and
January 2002, the second between February 2002 and February 2004, the third between
March 2004 and February 2007. In order to ensure the long-term sustainability of proj-
ect results and the proper handover of achievements to local beneficiaries, a fourth phase
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Executive Summary
is being launched. This final phase is going to run until the end of 2008 with a more nar-
row focus on ensuring the long-term sustainability of trans-boundary cooperation.
Implementation followed as flexibly as possible the natural evolution of one step after
the other. The first two phases had a more preparatory sense, with more common fea-
tures in the three sites. They focused on establishing relationships, initiating dialogue, cre-
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EXECUT IVE SUMMARY
Overall goal
To contribute to enhancing cooperation among South
Eastern European countries through the management of
shared natural resources
Initial project objectives:
• To promote cooperation in the management and
protection of key trans-boundary areas in South East-
ern Europe, all of which are sites of nature conserva-
tion interest with a high potential for trans-boundary
social interaction;
• To promote local organisations and cross-border ex-
changes between local organisations and people in
the interest of managing shared natural resources;
• To promote technical networks at a regional level with
a view to support the effective management of se-
lected trans-boundary sites as well as the integration
of these networks in relevant national and interna-
tional processes.
Neretva Delta
To contribute to the creation of conditions for inte-
grated management of the Neretva Delta, through:
• establishing a resource centre to enable local
stakeholders to define, promote and defend
clear priorities for nature protection and sus-
tainable development of Neretva Delta;
• raising awareness of local and regional stake-
holders about natural and cultural values and
the wise use of resources;
• building capacities of the local population for
the sustainable development of the Neretva
Delta region.
Skadar/Shkodra Lake
To ensure the sustainable use of shared natural and
cultural resources, as a contribution to the local
economy, through the development and implemen-
tation of selected elements of a cross-border man-
agement plan, in the following main areas:
• promotion of sustainable resource utilisation;
• capacity building;
• dialogue/partnership; and
• education.
West Stara Planina
The main aims here are to:
• support and implement activities cross-border
management of natural resources; and
• empower local stakeholders to improve their
well-being through support and promotion of
environmentally friendly tourism, agriculture and
traditional crafts.
BOX 2 SITE-SPECIFIC GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
BOX 1 REREP’S GOAL AND OBJECTIVES
ating networks for communication and identifying common priorities. The third and
longest phase focused on the implementation of three largely site-specific agendas defined
by the goals and objectives found in Box 2. They were developed in a joint effort by the
project team, independent consultants delegated by the donor, and local stakeholders.
All results have been achieved through the inputs of many players representing a vari-
ety of different organisations. The list includes local authorities; educational institu-
tions; NGOs; natural resource management bodies responsible for nature conservation,
water management and environmental protection; media outlets; small businesses; farm-
ers; hunters; fishermen; craftsmen; associations of producers; governmental organisa-
tions; academic and research institutions; and national experts and their networks.
The REC, as implementer, played the role of an independent facilitator providing a neu-
tral platform for trans-boundary dialogue. During the project, close cooperation was
maintained with the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, the donor, which
supported the project by providing independent experts to monitor implementation
and give direct inputs to project activities.
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The river Rijeka Crnojevica, a
northwestern affluent of the
Skadar/Shkodra Lake, near its
mouth (REC archive)
Approach and methodology
The nature of the project was unique in the region, with no possibility to import the
knowledge and experience of others. As a consequence, its methodology was kept as
open and flexible as possible and tailored to the specific needs of the three project sites.
The most important elements of the methodology included the following:
• Ensuring national ownership: the Regional Environmental Reconstruction Pro-
gramme for South Eastern Europe served as a regional framework, and ensured the
political will and ownership of the countries involved.
• Open-ended process: planning and implementation went hand in hand, and the
project stayed open — new activities were launched in response to new opportuni-
ties, and new target groups were addressed as their interests were made known.
• Fostering local participation: during the project’s launch, great efforts were
made to involve as many local players as possible and to keep them involved for
future activities.
• Identifying priorities locally: local stakeholders identif ied their community’s
specif ic needs and helped gather and analyse basic information in support of
these choices.
• Joint planning of activities and maintaining trans-boundary dialogue: trans-
boundary forums served as a project advisory body to support the planning of ac-
tivities as well as the main platform for trans-boundary dialogue.
• Development of a joint vision between trans-boundary communities: local stake-
holders from cross-border sites developed joint strategies and objectives.
T R A N S - B O U N DA RY CO O P E R AT I O N T H RO U G H T H E M A NAG E M E N T O F S H A R E D NAT U R A L R E S O U RC E S18
EXECUT IVE SUMMARY
• Lines of communication among institutions and be-
tween countries were restored.
• Local democracy was strengthened through the intro-
duction of participatory processes.
• Operational cross-border cooperation mechanisms
were established.
• Trans-boundary cooperation is now supported by of-
ficial cross-border agreements and the commitment of
national and local governments.
• The conservation of shared natural ecosystems bene-
fits from new protected areas.
• Local communities benefit from concrete cross-border
products that also bring new development alternatives.
• Local communities benefit from having their develop-
ment strategies identified and assessed.
• Local stakeholders benefit from new knowledge and
experience and lessons from other similar areas.
• The management of shared natural resources is better
ensured through improved multi-stakeholder dialogue
and better capacities of resource management bodies.
• Countries involved made progress towards stability
and European integration.
BOX 3 KEY OUTCOMES
• Empowering local actors: capacity building was carried out continuously to help
stakeholders become partners, gain new knowledge and skills, understand the im-
portance of the integrated management of natural resources and become aware of
specific development options.
• Direct support to local initiatives: initiatives of local players were developed into
concrete activities. By implementing these with the support of the project, stake-
holders could learn and receive positive feedback.
• Bringing communities together — “people-to-people approach”: members of
communities divided by country borders and sharing the same natural entity came
together and celebrated their region.
• Ensuring transparency: dealings within the project and important results were widely
communicated based on a systematic approach and using several means and channels.
Lessons
From almost six years of promoting trans-boundary cooperation in three cross-border
sites, a set of lessons emerges:
1. Shared natural resources are a good basis for trans-boundary cooperation.
Shared natural entities, when deeply embedded in the local culture, serve as a link
between communities divided by country borders. Their appeal transcends national
differences and party politics, making them ideal subjects for trans-boundary ex-
changes, which — when led by an independent facilitator — play a significant bridg-
ing role in politically, ethnically and economically difficult cross-border situations.
2. Cross-border cooperation provides various local benefits. Trans-boundary co-
operation raises the profile of border areas, attracts the attention of national au-
thorities, donors and investors, and opens the door to involvement in Europe-wide
processes of territorial cooperation. However, local capacities are often limited, and
therefore extensive capacity building is vital for realising such potential.
3. Sustainability of cross-border activities requires multi-level integration. Build-
ing functional trans-boundary cooperation mechanisms requires strong local own-
ership and a bottom-up approach. Once such mechanisms are built, their
sustainability requires institutionalised structures recognised at the local, national
and international levels and a legal framework allowing the implementation of trans-
boundary activities.
4. Cooperation between people from neighbouring states promotes decentralisa-
tion and good governance. Trans-boundary projects contribute to decentralisation
by creating new mandates for local authorities to facilitate trans-boundary processes,
underlining their importance of local developments and giving the authorities new
opportunities to learn. Such initiatives provide a basis for adopting good governance
practices and fostering collaboration of institutions at different levels.
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5. Cross-border projects entail flexibility and a process-oriented approach.
To ensure a joint approach to the development of trans-boundary regions, the widest
possible range of relevant players needs to be mobilised. However, trans-boundary
projects have to operate in a highly dynamic environment: political situations and
development agendas often change, and state institutions operate with rapid per-
sonnel turnover. This requires a f lexible and process-oriented approach.
6. Building and maintaining trust between project partners from neighbouring
countries requires special attention. The trust of players and their confidence in
the fairness of dealings within the project is especially important when ethnically
and politically divided communities work together. This demands special attention
to transparency and openness.
7. The complexity of transboundary activities requires a constant search for
synergies. Trans-boundary projects dealing with the management of natural
resources are becoming extremely complex because of the growing demand for
integration across issues, countries, policies and organisations. As a result, synergies
between activities inside or outside of the project or at different levels — local,
national or international — are just as important as the activities themselves. This
demands special care and a project team that is able to operate efficiently on the
local, national and international levels.
Next steps
Achievements of the project serve as a strong basis for continued work in the three sites,
following several strategies. Trans-boundary forums — as the mechanisms for trans-
boundary stakeholder cooperation — are the main work of the project. Therefore,
strengthening them and engaging members in identifying viable ways to ensure their
continuity were chosen as the focus for further work. The last phase of the project, to
be implemented between March 2007 and December 2008, will exclusively support fur-
ther efforts in this respect.
In line with priorities identified by the project and local stakeholders, additional means
of funding will be explored to support the implementation of larger-scale local initia-
tives in the fields of tourism, agriculture, water management, environmental education
and environmental investments. Additionally, future efforts will seek to support the de-
velopment of harmonised management approaches for newly established protected areas
and transfer the experiences of the project to other potential cross-border sites.
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Project sites
The project targeted three pilot sites defined by large trans-boundary ecosystems — a
delta, a mountain and a lake — which host unique natural and landscape values. Their
rich biodiversity is recognised on both the national and international levels. It is a tes-
tament of their high conservation value that two of them — Neretva Delta and
Skadar/Shkodra Lake — are designated as wetlands of international importance under the
Ramsar Convention, while parts of the third site, West Stara Planina, are registered as
biosphere reserves under the Man and Biosphere Programme of the United Nations Ed-
ucation, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO).
Besides providing critical habitats for a wide range of species, the sites also have con-
siderable socio-economic importance. They directly support the livelihoods of a num-
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Part I
Local and Regional Context
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ber of local communities, many of whose inhabitants make a living through agriculture,
fishing, tourism, hunting and other uses of the land.
The joint management of shared natural resources faces significant challenges in each
of the three sites. Natural ecosystems do not recognise national borders. At the same
time, joint efforts towards the management of these ecosystems are hindered by specific
problems in the relationship of the countries involved.
Albania and Montenegro have been isolated for decades. Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Croatia were part of the same country in the past, while recent military conflicts made
their cooperation difficult. The current Republic of Serbia — part of the Former Republic
of Yugoslavia and later, until 2006, of the state union of Serbia and Montenegro — was
excluded for years from the main environmental developments in Europe, while Bulgaria
was intensively preparing for joining the European Union. (It finally became an EU
member state in January 2007.)
The general weakness of nature conservation efforts — caused by the lack of human and
financial resources, low interest and awareness of stakeholders and the lack of informa-
tion on the status of biodiversity and main threats — has aggravated this situation. Local
communities were also isolated from national-level processes in the field of environ-
ment and nature protection, and international cooperation was non-existent. Threats to
biodiversity had increased in the meantime as a result of several factors. They included
factors such as the over-exploitation and human pressures on natural resources by local
rural communities, the lack of coordination among management agencies, weak legis-
lation and enforcement, the lack of integration of conservation concerns into develop-
ment planning, and the lack of joint monitoring efforts.
All of these conditions created a difficult working environment for the project, which
started immediately after the end of the military conflicts in the Balkans. Convincing cen-
tral and local administrations (e.g. the federation government of Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina and cantonal administrations), or two countries sharing a common border, to work
together proved to be a major difficulty. Most national administrations had been isolated
for years from the international community. They had extremely limited capacity, no
knowledge or experience in implementing international projects and no information on
the state of the environment. In addition, two of the three cross-border sites are in remote
area far from the capital cities making physical access to them problematic.
Over the years the situation has improved. Dialogue and cooperation have been estab-
lished, local municipalities have begun to understand the importance of the sustainable
use of shared natural resources, and a common vision for their protection and manage-
ment has been developed. Local stakeholders have acquired new skills and knowledge, and
trans-boundary stakeholder networks established by the project have become operational.
Since the launch of the project in 2000, all of the countries involved have made signif-
icant progress, both in general terms of economic development and stabilisation, and
in the management and protection of the environment. In June 2004 Croatia became
an EU candidate country, with its Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) en-
tering into force in February 2005. Albania signed its SAA in June 2006, while negotia-
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tions with Bosnia and Herzegovina are in progress. Negotiations with Montenegro re-
sumed following its independence, and talks with Serbia are expected to resume as soon
as full cooperation with the United Nations’ International Criminal Tribunal for the For-
mer Yugoslavia (ICTY) has been achieved.
Still, in the local context of the three project sites, finding sustainable solutions that
build on local values without degrading them has been a major challenge. It still is. The
project sought to address this situation and supported local communities in identifying
such solutions, while building lasting trans-boundary cooperation and dialogue.
The framework:
The Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme (REReP)
The Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme for South Eastern Europe
(REReP) was initiated following the Kosovo conflict in 1999 by the European Com-
mission and the REC. It functions as a participatory, f lexible and transparent process
to ensure that environmental protection is not overlooked in efforts towards the re-
construction and stabilisation of the region of South Eastern Europe. It started as a
regional initiative in recognition that environmental problems needed regional solu-
tions, and as an early attempt to establish contacts and to build trust among environ-
mental actors. The programme provides a regional political framework for many
support initiatives. The trans-boundary cooperation project was launched as one of
REReP’s first “field-interventions.”
REReP has been revised to align with the rapidly developing Stabilisation and Associa-
tion Process (SAP), and has evolved into a mechanism to support countries in meeting
their SAP obligation of regional cooperation. It has been a clear expectation that “REReP
must develop into a vehicle to assist countries of SEE in their long-term goal of inte-
gration into the structures of the European Union.”1 Therefore the programme com-
bined Stability Pact objectives aiming to foster lasting peace, prosperity and stability with
objectives of the SAP to harmonise environmental policies, institutions and standards
in countries of the region with those of the EU.
The promotion of regional cooperation, including cross-border initiatives, is at the heart
of REReP, and the programme also serves as a catalyst for establishing trust, overcoming
the legacy of war and promoting peace. The countries of South Eastern Europe have
identified cross-border cooperation as a priority area within REReP and have taken fur-
ther steps to enhance it. As a result, environmental, regional and cross-border coopera-
tion has changed considerably since REReP began, with particularly successful examples
concerning the protection of shared natural sites (See Box 7 for REReP’s objectives).
As presented by the European Commission at the 8th REReP Task Force Meeting, re-
gional cooperation with reinforced cross-border elements will continue to be one of the
main directions for development. The REReP work plan for 2007-2008 adopted in 2006
ref lects these commitments, placing special emphasis on trans-boundary cooperation.
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1 Minkova, Y., Environmental Reconstruction and EU Approximation in South Eastern Europe: REReP Highlights 2003-2005, REC, 2005.
CLOCKWISE FROM RIGHT:
A winter landscape in the Croatian
part of the Neretva Delta, with a
small wetland fragment, the “eye” of
the Delta, at the bottom right
(Tomislav Rogosic); spoonbills
(Platalea leucorodia), a species
featured on the list of the most
threatened birds of Europe, gathered
to feed in the shallow waters of the
Neretva estuary (Tomislav Rogosic);
an example of the region’s tropical
fruits (Ors Marczin); the town of
Opuzen, with over 3,000 inhabitants,
the third largest settlement in the
Croatian part of the Neretva Delta
(Tomislav Rogosic); highway
construction — as seen in recent
years in north Dalmatia — and soon
to start in the region of the Neretva
Delta, often in opposition to existing
conservation goals (Ors Marczin).
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BOX 4 NERETVA DELTA
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THE RIVER
Catchment size 10,110 km2
Total length 225 km (203 km in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 22 km in Croatia)
THE REGION — KEY FEATURES
Location Lower Neretva Valley (the last 30 kilometres of the river), including the
river basin from Pochitelj to the river mouth
Total area Approximately 20,000 ha
Population Approximately 60,000 inhabitants
Largest settlements • Chapljina (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 19,900 inhabitants);
• Metkovich (Croatia, 13,500 inhabitants)
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BOX 4 NERETVA DELTA (continued)
Climate Mediterranean climate, with the highest amount of precipitation in winter
Economic activities • Agriculture (production of citrus fruits, vegetables and olives), and
the processing of agricultural products
• Hunting and fishing
• Tourism (with a high development potential)
• Trade
Key human impacts • Land reclamation for agriculture
(landscape scale) • Construction of hydro-electric power plants and related water
regulations
Cultural assets • Remnants of prehistoric fortifications and settlements,
• Monuments from the Roman era (e.g. villas, mosaics, epitaphs)
• Remnants of Medieval fortresses from the Turkish occupation
NATURAL VALUES
Main biotopes • Open waters with Myriophylleto-Nupharetum communities
• Ranunculeto-Callitrichetum vernae communities
The Kravice Waterfall on the Trebizat River, the main
affluent of the lower Neretva in Bosnia-Herzegovina,
would be protected as part of a proposed nature reserve.
(REC archive)
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BOX 4 NERETVA DELTA (continued)
• Reedbeds, sedge meadows, wet meadows, willow bushes and forests
• Forests of pubescent oak (Quercus pubescens) and oriental
hornbeam (Carpinus orientalis)
• Degraded sub-Mediterranean forests
• Rocky areas with poor vegetation
• Regulated wetlands for agriculture
Species diversity 34 freshwater and more than 100 marine fish, seven amphibians,
16 reptiles, more than 300 birds (115 nesting), 52 mammals
Important species * Birds: pygmy cormorant (Phalacrocorax pygmaeus), ferruginous duck
(Aythya nyroca), bearded parrotbill (Panurus biarmicus), great bittern
(Botausurs stellaris), Kentish plover (Charadrius alexandrinus), spoonbill
(Platalea leucorodia)
Threats to biodiversity • Disturbance of the natural water regime: decreased sedimentation,
erosion of the river bed, frequent and sudden water level changes,
summer water shortages, etc.
• Uncontrolled exploitation of sand and gravel
• Lack of communal sewage treatment
• Illegal waste disposal
• Habitat loss: expansion of settlements, land reclamation for
agriculture, development of transport infrastructure
• Intensive agriculture: use of pesticides and artificial fertilisers
Area under protection 9,031 ha (7,411 ha in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 1,620 ha in Croatia)
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Obstacles • Reliance of the local population on primary activities such as hunting
and fishing
• Low environmental awareness among the local population
• Lack of appropriate nature and environmental protection and
monitoring measures
• Weak or almost non-existent law enforcement concerning the use
of natural resources;
• Development concepts and initiatives with contradicting results
(e.g. highway development vs. establishing protected areas)
* “Important” signifies a species receiving the attention of nature conservation efforts for being in danger of extinction. The species listed ap-
pear on various official lists of those that deserve protection (i.e. red data books, annexes of the EU Birds and Habitats Directive, national lists
of protected species, etc.).
CLOCKWISE FROM RIGHT:
The old bridge of Rijeka Crnojevica,
an old fishing village in Montenegro
on Skadar/Shkodra Lake
(REC archive); the processing of wet-
land plants (willow branches, reeds,
etc.) which brings an alternative
source of income to rural households
(REC archive); Hermann’s tortoise
(Testudo hermanni), a strictly pro-
tected species in most of Europe, and
a popular offering of pet dealers of
Western Europe (by Ors Marczin);
white water-lily, a characteristic
species of the extended wetlands
along the eastern and northern
shores of Skadar/Shkodra Lake (REC
archive); fishing, still one of the main
occupations on Skadar/Shkodra Lake
despite recent declines in catches
(Ors Marczin).
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BOX 5 SKADAR/SHKODRA LAKE
THE LAKE
Origin Tectonic
Catchment size 5,500 km2 (20 percent in Albania, 80 percent in Montenegro)
Total surface 395-530 km2 (including seasonal variations)
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BOX 5 SKADAR/SHKODRA LAKE (continued)
Volume Approximately 2.6 billion m3
Main affluent Moracha River (99 km long, 200 m3 per second)
Main effluent Buna/Bojana River (44 km long, 320 m3 per second)
Depth 5-9 m (mean); 60 m maximum
THE REGION — KEY FEATURES
Location In the Zeta-Skadar Valley, between Montenegro and Albania, on the
territory of the municipalities of Shkodra and Malesia e Madhe in
Albania and Podgorica, Cetinje and Bar in Montenegro
Area Approximately 70,000 ha
Population Approximately 350,000 (150,000 in Albania, 200,000 in Montenegro)
Largest settlements • Shkodra (Albania, 125,000 inhabitants)
• Podgorica (Montenegro, 180,000 inhabitants)
Climate Mediterranean, with mild and rainy winters and hot summers
Economic activities • Agriculture (mostly small scale subsistence production of vegetables
and dairy products)
• Fishing
• Tourism (cruising, fishing and recreational tourism, eco/nature
tourism — with high development potential)
Key human impacts • Transport infrastructure (roads, railways)
(landscape scale) • Expansion of settlements (especially on the Albanian side)
• Agriculture
• Deforestation of the lake’s drainage basin
Cultural assets • More than 20 old monasteries and archaeological sites on the
Montenegrin side; Medieval castle in Shkodra (Rozafa)
NATURAL VALUES
Main biotopes • Open waters
• Rooted floating Euhydrophyte tangle vegetation
• Reed beds, periodically flooded sedge (Cerex elata) meadows,
poplar-willow woodlands, floodplain forests with Skadar Oak
T R A N S - B O U N DA RY CO O P E R AT I O N T H RO U G H T H E M A NAG E M E N T O F S H A R E D NAT U R A L R E S O U RC E S 31
PA R T I LOCAL AND REG IONAL CONTEXT
BOX 5 SKADAR/SHKODRA LAKE (continued)
(Quercus robur scutarensis) and Caucasian Ash (Fraxinus oxycarpa)
• Sub-Mediterranean shrub vegetation on rocky surfaces with Carpinus
orientals, Punica granatum, Paliurus spina-christi, Ficus carica, etc.
Species diversity 726 vascular plants, 56 fish (in the whole water system of the lake; 15
endemic), 15 amphibians, 30 reptiles, 271 birds, 57 mammals
Important species Fish: common sturgeon (Acipenser sturio); birds: dalmatian pelican
(Pelecanus crispus), pigmy cormorant (Phalacrocorax pygmaeus),
spoonbill (Platalea leucordia); mammals: otter (Lutra lutra)
Threats to biodiversity • Uncontrolled fishing: over fishing, fishing with illegal methods
(explosives and electricity), etc.
• Alien fish, e.g. goldfish (Carassius auratus) and perch (Perca fluviatilis)
• Disturbance to nesting grounds and bird colonies
• Collection of amphibian and reptile species — e.g. Greek turtles
(Testudo hermanii)
• Increased load of agro-chemicals reaching the lake and industrial
pollution from the Moracha watershed
• Transport on road and railways along some sections of the lakeshore
and shipping on the lake
• Habitat loss due to construction and the expansion of settlements
Area under protection 63,027 ha (40,000 in Montenegro, 23,027 ha in Albania)
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Obstacles • Increasing risks of water pollution from industrial sources, house-
holds and agricultural areas
• Low awareness of the population on local environmental problems
and risks
• Lack of research and sound data on the state of environment and
biodiversity
• Unsustainable resource exploitation plans: sand and gravel
excavation from the Moracha River, peat exploitation, etc.
CLOCKWISE FROM RIGHT:
The rare Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx),
the object of restoration efforts in
West Stara Planina (REC archive);
part of the prehistoric solar calendar
painted on the walls of Magura Cave
near Belogradchik, Bulgaria (REC
archive); sheep breeders making a
traditional livelihood (REC archive);
Poganovo Monastery, a UNESCO
World Heritage Site near
Dimitrovgrad, Serbia (REC archive).
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BOX 6 WEST STARA PLANINA
THE MOUNTAIN
Range Balkan Mountains (the most western section)
Highest altitude 2,169 m (Midjur Peak)
Average altitude 658 m
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BOX 6 WEST STARA PLANINA (continued)
THE REGION — KEY FEATURES
Location Northeast Serbia and northwest Bulgaria (Dimitrovgrad, Pirot,
Zajechar, Knjazevac in Serbia, and Belogradchik, Berkovitza, Chiprovtzi,
Chuprene, Georgi Damjanovo, Godech and Vurshetz in Bulgaria)
Area 4,035 km2
Population More than 200,000 (about 40,000 in Bulgaria and 177,000 in Serbia)
Largest settlements • Pirot, Dimitrovgrad, Zajechar, Knjazevac (Serbia),
• Berkovitza, Chiprovtzi, Godech, Belogradchik (Bulgaria)
Climate Temperate continental with a strong mountainous character
Economic activities • Agriculture (especially extensive animal husbandry: mixed farming
with cattle and sheep; grape and soft fruit production);
• Mild tourism with high development potentials
• Forestry (timber production; non-wood products)
Key human impacts • Extensive forms of farming: arable lands in valleys and secondary
grasslands at higher elevations
• Forestry (overexploitation; plantation of exotic species)
• Transport and tourism infrastructure
Cultural assets • Cultural monuments, religious sites (monasteries, churches), traditional
crafts (weaving, joinery, knitting, leather-works, etc.), rich agro-
biodiversity
NATURAL VALUES
Main biotopes • Forests: beech, fir, and spruce forests; high stem forests of durmast
oak, hornbeam and Hungarian oak
• Grasslands: Andropogonid and savoury pseudo-steppes; meadow-
steppe communities of scented grass (Chrysopogon gryllus); high
mountain meadows
• Communities of bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus) and lingonberry
(Vaccinium vitis-idea)
• Communities of bear berry (Arctostaphyllos uva-ursi), spike heath
(Bruckenthalia spiculifolia), dwarf-pine (Pinus mugo), and juniper
(Juniperus sibirica)
• Calcareous rocks with Ramonda serbica, caves and ravines
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BOX 6 WEST STARA PLANINA (continued)
• Cotton grass bogs, peat bogs and mires with sedge species
Species diversity • More than 4,300 species (210 priority); 1,658 vascular plants, 1,937
invertebrates, 29 fish, 27 amphibians and reptiles, 137 breeding
birds, 61 mammals
Important species Plants: Ramonda serbica; Fish: European bullhead (Cottus gobio haemusi);
Amphibians: great crested newt and alpine newt (Triturus cristatus, T.
alpestris); Birds: horned lark (Eremophila alpestris balcanica); alpine
accentor (Prunella collaris subalpinus); imperial eagle (Aquila heliaca);
corncrake (Crex crex); Egyptian vulture (Neophron percnopterus); hazel
grouse (Bonasa bonasia); Mammals: bat species (Rhinolophus sp.; Myotis
sp; Miniopterus schreibersii; M. brandtii; Plecotus auritus); Eurasian lynx
(Lynx lynx); wolf (Canis lupus); otter (Lutra lutra)
Threats to biodiversity • Overgrazing in the vicinity of settlements and the abandonment of
meadows and pastures at high elevations
• Excessive collection of non-wood forest products (mushroom,
aromatic and medicinal plants and molluscs)
• Soil erosion due to weak forestry practices
• Illegal waste disposal along and in rivers
• Introduction of exotic species in water systems (e.g. zebra mussels,
rainbow trout)
• Deliberate killing of species with a negative image (e.g. owls, bats,
snakes)
Area under protection Stara Planina Nature Park on the Serbian side — 142,000 hectares, 17
small protected areas in Bulgaria
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Obstacles • Socio-demographic structure: old and aging rural population, low
level of education, negative migration balance
• Low level of household income and widespread dependence on
social aid and income from subsistence farming and
non-wood forest products
• Increasing unemployment (general mismatch between professional
orientations — mainly industry — and available economic
opportunities — e.g. agriculture, forestry, tourism)
• Unsustainable development plans: development of mass tourism
facilities (e.g. large scale ski resorts) in protected areas
The famous rock formations near
Belogradchik, Bulgaria (REC archive)
BOX 7 REREP OBJECTIVES
• Creating functioning environmental institutions and
developing a sound, effectively enforced environ-
mental legal and policy framework that approximates
with that of the EU;
• Strengthening civil society, in which the public has ac-
cess to environmental information and participates in
environmental decision making, and environmental
awareness is enhanced;
• Achieving measurably reduced levels of environmental
pollution along with the corresponding health benefits;
• Minimising environmental pressures arising from eco-
nomic recovery;
• Achieving genuine environmental regional coopera-
tion on cross-border issues that meets the obligations
of the Stabilisation and Association Process.
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Main stages of implementation
The project has been implemented in three main phases. The first started in July 2000,
when the first project contract was signed, and finished at the end of January 2002.
The second phase was implemented between February 2002 and February 2004, while
the third started in March 2004 and finished in February 2007.
In order to ensure the long-term sustainability of project results and the proper han-
dover of achievements to local beneficiaries, a fourth phase is being launched. This
final phase is going to run until the end of 2008, with a narrower focus on ensuring
the long-term sustainability of trans-boundary cooperation. More details concerning
activities in Phase 4 and beyond are presented later in this chapter and in Part VI —
Next Steps.
In terms of its content, the implementation of the project evolved as f lexibly and nat-
urally as possible from one step to the next. The first two phases had a more prepara-
tory character, proceeding in a similar way in all three sites, while the third and longest
phase focused on the implementation of three largely site-specific agendas, developed
in a joint effort by the project team, independent consultants delegated by the donor
and local stakeholders. Although the three project sites were very different, possibilities
for exchanging good practices and exploring synergies between the different activities
have been utilised as much as possible.
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BOX 8 PROJECT AIMS
Overall goal
To contribute to enhancing cooperation among South
Eastern European countries through the management of
shared natural resources.
Initial project objectives
• To promote local organisations and cross-border ex-
change between local organisations and people, in the
interest of managing shared natural resources;
• To promote cooperation in the management and pro-
tection of key trans-boundary areas in South Eastern
Europe, which represent sites of key nature conserva-
tion interest with a high potential for trans-boundary
social interaction;
• To promote technical networks at a regional level with a
view to supporting the effective management of se-
lected trans-boundary sites, as well as the integration of
these networks in relevant processes at the national and
international levels.
PART II
The Process and Main Players
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BOX 9 THE LOGICAL SEQUENCE OF PROJECT STAGES
PRELIMINARY WORK
Step 0 Initial preparation, selection of pilot project sites
PHASE I: JULY 2000-JANUARY 2002
Step 1 Signature of the first project contract, official start of the project
Step 2 Establishing project implementation structures at the local and national levels:
• Site offices and site coordinators
• Focal points in relevant ministries
Step 3 Regional, local and trans-boundary project planning meetings
Step 4 Gathering baseline information on specific local issues (studies)
Step 5 Setting priorities and identifying issues of common interest
Step 6 Identifying key local and national stakeholders, and first awareness-raising activities
Step 7 Supporting local NGO initiatives and giving technical assistance to management bodies (part I)
PHASE II: FEBRUARY 2002-FEBRUARY 2004
Step 8 Launching cross-border cooperation mechanisms — trans-boundary forums of local stakeholders
Step 9 Carrying out joint studies, collecting biodiversity data, and developing joint maps
Step 10 Capacity-building for local stakeholders and site coordinators
Step 11 Turning to nature management issues:
• Environmental action planning
• Addressing issues concerning nature conservation, sustainable tourism and environmentally friendly
agriculture
Step 12 Launching cooperation among education organisations on different sides of the border
Step 13 Supporting local NGO initiatives and giving technical assistance to management bodies (part II)
Step 14 Awareness raising and “people-to-people” activities (festivals, promotion events)
The next paragraphs explain the different stages of implementation following both their
logical and chronological structure. Each stage represents a process on its own, and dif-
ferent stages — although closely linked to each other — never finished exactly where the
next one started. This set-up created a lively project structure that required a highly flex-
ible approach to management.
Box 9 provides a better understanding of the process of implementation by showing the
main sets of activities as 20 individual steps. Although this was not the structure of the
project, presenting the project in this way captures the logical links between activities.
Most of the steps mentioned in the table involve activities that ran longer than one stage
or even one phase of the project.
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BOX 9 THE LOGICAL SEQUENCE OF PROJECT STAGES (continued)
INTERIM PHASE
Step 15 Internal project planning — developing action plans and resetting goals and objectives for each
cross-border site based on a synthesis and diagnosis of the present situation.
For the next phase site coordinators are becoming the main drivers of the project. They act as key
sources of information and important players in local development processes.
PHASE III: MARCH 2004-DECEMBER 2006
Step 16 Improving and extending information services to local stakeholders:
• Further enlarging existing databases on biodiversity
• Site offices acting as information points for local stakeholders on an everyday basis
• Upgrading and concluding trans-boundary maps
• Publishing regular trans-boundary newsletters and bulletins and holding promotional events
Step 17 Supporting environmental education initiatives and networking among schools.
Step 18 Capacity-building activities and direct support to pilot initiatives in nature conservation, environmentally
friendly agriculture and sustainable tourism
Step 19 Strengthening trans-boundary forums and institutionalisation of trans-boundary cooperation mechanisms
Step 20 Addressing the long-term sustainability of results and looking at possible follow-up activities to pass
mandates of site offices to local players
Initial preparations, project launch and setting the scene: Steps 0-3
As one of the very first steps, a preliminary assessment of 25 potential cross-border sites
all over South Eastern Europe was carried out. A special set of selection criteria, de-
fined by the REC and SDC was used, including elements such as the presence of sig-
nificant conservation values, official nature conservation efforts and presence of nature
conservation authorities, significance of natural resources, likelihood of active partici-
pation in cross-border exchanges, tradition or history of cross-border interactions, other
international projects underway, safety, etc. As a result, two pilot sites were initially se-
lected: the Neretva River Delta and Skadar/Shkodra Lake. The third project site, West
Stara Planina, was added later, in September 2001.
After the start, efforts focused on establishing a functional implementation structure and
launching an extensive planning process. On the national level, ministerial project focal
points were nominated at the ministries in charge of the environment in the countries
involved: Albania, Montenegro, Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. In the special case
of Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the administrative structure is more complex, differ-
ent focal points were nominated on the federal level and at the environmental ministry
of the Herzegovina-Neretva Canton. At a later stage — as West Stara Planina was selected
— the group was extended to include relevant ministries in Bulgaria and Serbia.
To ensure a continuous local presence of the project, six site offices were established and
made operational — two in each site and one on each side of the border. Local site co-
ordinators were recruited and trained, and internal reporting rules were agreed.
Regular joint planning events were organised for all three sites, which involved a large
number of local stakeholders and national level players and delivered results such as an
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Neretva Delta is rich in biodiversity
including the swallowtail (Iphiclides
podalirius), a butterfly species still
relatively common but protected in
many countries. The presence of val-
ued species such as this was one
reason Neretva Delta was chosen
for the project from among 25 pos-
sible cross-border sites.
(Ors Marczin)
overall project logical framework to serve the planning of activities. On the local level the
project was launched through “get everyone involved meetings.” These were, in fact, local
discussion platforms that were organised at each site and on both sides of the border, and
involved over 150 representatives of different national and local level stakeholders. Rep-
resentatives nominated through local meetings participated in regional project planning
events, where the scope of work and planned activities were revised and refined.
Identifying issues and setting joint priorities: Steps 3-6
As one of the first site-level activities, a rigorous process of gathering and analysing
available data and information was started, directly involving as many different local play-
ers and stakeholders as feasible. The process ran from the beginning of phase 1, con-
tinued through phase 2, and provided the basis for many activities in phase 3 of the
project. Studies on local socio-economic conditions and joint surveys on different as-
pects of resources use were carried out. The groundwork for preparing joint biodiver-
sity databases was laid, and the first cross-border maps was produced. Through these
activities, local stakeholders engaged in dealings with natural resources, community own-
ership increased, and discussions on trans-boundary management started.
Surveys provided a direct input to facilitated discussions among local actors aiming to
identify common priorities for cooperation. Several workshops were held, and stake-
holders expressed their will to cooperate on issues such as water management; strength-
ening the cooperation of local authorities; counteracting illegal construction; promoting
values related biodiversity, environment and healthy food; and others.
Efforts aiming to increase the environmental awareness of the local public and prepar-
ing the groundwork for communicating resource management issues to a wider group of
actors were carried out. The environmental awareness of key groups was studied, steps for
improving the situation were defined, and communication campaigns were carried out.
In order to increase the environmental awareness of school children, special school events
were organised. Site offices developed their own databases of relevant local actors to help
disseminate information related to the issues addressed and the project in general.
Support to local players and launching cooperation mechanisms:
Steps 6-14
Providing direct financial support to non-profit bodies and technical assistance to man-
agement authorities was an important element of capacity building. The project provided
targeted grants to NGOs along with know-how support in developing and implement-
ing their projects. Through this approach financial assistance also served as an oppor-
tunity for recipients to learn and better understand their role in the development of their
communities. As a more specific and targeted support activity, basic equipment was
provided to resource management and education institutions (national park authorities,
environmental inspectorates, local authorities, schools and universities) based on as-
sessment of needs, to enable them to better implement their missions.
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Whether they focused on gathering information, the identification of priorities or devel-
oping small-scale projects, most activities had a capacity-building aspect. However, some
of the activities were directly targeted at training local stakeholders. At the beginning they
mostly addressed planning methods and the development of skills regarding project man-
agement and communication. The capacity building of site coordinators — the local rep-
resentatives of the project — was an important aspect. In addition to their participation in
project events, site coordinators were trained in practical aspects of project and office
management, aided also by a study tour to another project of similar scale in Bulgaria.
As a direct follow-up to earlier efforts towards setting priorities, joint strategies were de-
veloped and environmental planning processes were launched. Workshops were organ-
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BOX 10 KEY OUTPUTS OF STEPS 0-3
• Three pilot cross-border sites were selected based on
a thorough review of local specifics.
• Ministerial focal points were nominated and involved
in project planning processes.
• Site offices, each with is own site coordinator, became
fully operational.
• Local actors were involved through five local forums
(“get everyone involved meetings”);
• A project action plan and log-frame were prepared
during three regional planning meetings.
BOX 11 KEY OUTPUTS OF STEPS 3-6
All three sites
• Workshops for local stakeholders, to identify pri-
orities for trans-boundary cooperation
• Communication strategy (on the regional level)
Neretva Delta
• Surveys on existing water rights and irrigation
practices
• Study on the environmental impacts of eco-
nomic activities
• Study on the relationships between hydrologi-
cal dynamics and biodiversity values
• Socio-economic analysis and survey on the envi-
ronmental awareness of key stakeholder groups
• Trans-boundary maps
Skadar/Shkodra Lake
• Study on environmental risks and potentials for
local development
• Bibliography of recent studies on biodiversity and
natural resources, and other relevant documents
• Biodiversity database
• Study on the roles and responsibilities of rele-
vant stakeholders
West Stara Planina
• Socio-economic analysis
• Bibliography of recent studies on biodiversity and
natural resources, and other relevant documents
• Analysis of priority habitats and species
• Surveys on water resources and forests
ised that addressed the development of topic-oriented action plans or building local ca-
pacities on concrete environmental topics. These activities were the first in the project
where local stakeholders addressed details of specific resource management topics, and
took steps towards to identify concrete measures.
As an important step towards promoting cross-border dialogue on the management of
shared natural resources, trans-boundary forums were established at all three sites. They
function as informal and neutral cross-border coordination platforms bringing together
key local stakeholders to discuss project activities and progress both on the national and
cross-border levels. At the beginning forums were functioning strictly in the context of
the project (as project advisory bodies), but they were launched with the idea that in the
long term they will become real players in local development processes and promoters
of sustainable local development.
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Local inhabitants employed in
traditional crafts, such as this
woodworker from West Stara
Planina, were supported to promote
their products and develop
partnerships with their colleagues
on the other side of the mountain.
(Nelly Papazova)
Educational institutions proved to be a specific target group very much fitting the kind of
trans-boundary cooperation pursued by the project. They were brought together to address
the inclusion of environmental topics in the school curricula and improve their environ-
mental education methods. Through this, the process of cross-border school networking was
launched and continued to operate to the project’s conclusion.
Further activities were implemented to increase the involvement and awareness of local
communities and ensuring a greater local ownership of the project. Awareness pro-
grammes were developed tailored to specific local needs and cultural circumstances,
promotion and awareness materials were created, and several community events (cross-
border festivals, fairs and field trips) were organised.
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BOX 12 KEY OUTPUTS OF STEPS 6-14
All three sites
• Fifty-eight small projects by local NGOs and
other non-profit bodies supported by the project
• Trainings on proposal writing for NGOs from
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro
and Albania
• Training workshop and brochure on objective-
oriented planning for local and national man-
agement authorities from Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia, and Montenegro
• Trans-boundary forums of key stakeholders es-
tablished in all three sites
Neretva Delta
• Workshop on developing an action plan for sen-
sitive wetlands
• Outline of the Joint Rural Tourism Strategy
• Workshops for stakeholders on sustainable agri-
culture and organic farming
• Training workshops and materials on environ-
mental education
• Interactive nature education facilities in the
Hutovo Blato Nature Park, Bosnia and Herze-
govina and the ornithological museum of
Metkovich, Croatia
• Technical assistance: basic office equipment to
schools in the Neretva Delta region
Skadar/Shkodra Lake
• Environmental education workshops for teach-
ers of the region and a brochure concerning the
integration of environmental topics in the edu-
cation system of Montenegro
• Bilateral activities with children from schools
around the lake (field trips, visits, concerts, art
workshops and exhibitions)
• Technical assistance: equipment and all-terrain
vehicle for the authority of the Skadar Lake Na-
tional Park, Montenegro, office equipment for
the Regional Environmental Inspectorate in
Shkodra; portable chemistry laboratory for the
University of Shkodra, Albania.
West Stara Planina
• Launch of the process of developing local envi-
ronmental action plans (LEAP) in Serbian mu-
nicipalities in West Stara Planina
• Regional Ecotourism Action Plan for West Stara
Planina, as part of the Bulgarian National Eco-
tourism Strategy
• Cross-border festivals
• Technical assistance: basic office equipment for
Serbian local authorities in West Stara Planina
Re-setting priorities — developing site-specific action plans: Step 15
Halfway through the project in 2003, a region-wide planning process was launched to re-
define priorities based on results achieved in previous years. A two-week stocktaking mis-
sion involving visits to the project sites was carried out with the support of consultants
delegated by the donor. The evaluation of results performed during the mission served as
the basis for drafting strategic plans for each site for the period 2004-2008.” They were pre-
sented to the 6th Task Force Meeting of the Regional Environmental Reconstruction Pro-
gramme (REReP) in October 2003. While site coordinators could not participate in initial
preparations of the project, they had a very important role in facilitating this planning
process on the local level. Through this exercise they also received a special mandate for as-
suming more responsibilities and independence in defining activities for the next phase of
the project. The final outputs of goals and objectives formulated can be seen in Box 13.
Implementing action plans and concluding results: Steps 16-20
In the third phase of the project the work followed the above-mentioned objectives. As
the objectives were defined according to local circumstances, different aspects were em-
phasised at each site. At the same time, the activities planned were a natural continua-
tion of all those implemented before. Many processes launched through previous phases
reached their completion in this third phase.
Activities focusing on gathering baseline information in the first and second phases
turned into regular information services supporting the work of local stakeholders. Bio-
diversity databases have been enlarged and upgraded, and the information collected be-
fore was reorganised and published to reach a wider group of players. Trans-boundary
maps were further upgraded and finalised to serve as the basis for further negotiations
and the promotion of specific values of the region. Regular trans-boundary newsletters
were prepared, site-level websites were established, and previously launched promotional
efforts became regular. As with the important results, stakeholders started to rely on site
offices as key sources of environmental information.
Environmental education received special attention in the Neretva Delta and
Skadar/Shkodra Lake site, where it became the ground for the networking of schools on
the two sides of the border. Activities focusing on the development of innovative edu-
cation programmes continued, and new educational tools were developed following the
initiatives of local institutions.
Capacity building and direct support to local initiatives continued to be core activities
during the third phase. Targeted trainings were organised on topics ref lecting the com-
mon priorities identified previously (e.g. environmentally friendly agriculture, sustainable
tourism, education and nature conservation). With the support of site coordinators and
outside experts, local players developed their ideas into small-scale pilot projects, which
were later implemented with the financial support of the project. The project also sup-
ported processes serving the designation of new protected areas, providing the resources
for bringing these to completion.
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In two of the sites — West Stara Planina and Skadar/Shkodra Lake — local environmental
action plans were completed and have been adopted by local parliaments. In the case
of Skadar/Shkodra Lake, the planning process served the establishment of relationships
and cooperation between two cities on two sides of the lake — Cetinje in Montenegro
and Shkodra in Albania.
Trans-boundary forums established in the second phase of the project have been signifi-
cantly strengthened through their regular meetings and direct participation in other proj-
ect activities. The forum of West Stara Planina evolved into a formal cross-border body
that now has a mandate to promote a trans-boundary approach in the development of the
region. Local actors recognised the key importance of trans-boundary dialogue at all sites,
and committed through various means to sustain it. Regular trans-boundary events have
been launched, and several cross-border agreements have been signed.
Still, at the end of the phase, ensuring the long-term sustainability of trans-boundary co-
operation mechanisms remains a task for the final phase of project work from 2007 and
2008. To provide the basis for the last phase a final internal planning exercise was carried
out through a series of planning missions. The project team, with the support of SDC con-
sultants, assessed the results achieved and identified follow-up activities for the years to
come. It was concluded that the process of creating a long-lasting institutional basis for
trans-boundary cooperation is well underway, but further efforts are needed to completely
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BOX 13 FINAL GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
Neretva Delta
To contribute to the creation of conditions for inte-
grated management of the Neretva Delta, through:
• establishing a resource centre to enable local
stakeholders to define, promote and defend
clear priorities for nature protection and sus-
tainable development of Neretva Delta;
• raising awareness of local and regional stake-
holders about natural and cultural values and
the wise use of resources;
• building capacities of the local population for
the sustainable development of the Neretva
Delta region.
Skadar/Shkodra Lake
To ensure the sustainable use of shared natural and
cultural resources, as a contribution to the local
economy, through the development and implemen-
tation of selected elements of a cross-border man-
agement plan, in the following main areas:
• promotion of sustainable resource utilisation;
• capacity building;
• dialogue/partnership; and
• education.
West Stara Planina
To promote sustainability by:
• supporting and implementing cross-border
management of natural resources; and
• empowering local stakeholders to improve their
well-being through support and promotion of
environmentally friendly tourism, agriculture and
traditional crafts.
pass the mandate of site offices to local players. Trans-boundary stakeholder forums be-
came important cross-border coordination platforms, and the running of these platforms
was the main work of the project. However, in order to sustain cross-border cooperation
in the future, they will be further strengthened to become official trans-boundary bodies.
T R A N S - B O U N DA RY CO O P E R AT I O N T H RO U G H T H E M A NAG E M E N T O F S H A R E D NAT U R A L R E S O U RC E S 47
PART I I THE PROCESS AND MAIN PLAYERS
BOX 14 KEY OUTPUTS OF STEPS 16-20
All three sites
• Regular trans-boundary newsletters, bulletins
and calendars
• Trans-boundary websites hosted by local players
• Large-scale promotional events (summer festi-
vals and fairs) and promotional materials
• Study trips to similar regions in other countries
• Regular meetings of the trans-boundary forums
Neretva Delta
• Survey and database on bird species, butterflies,
vegetation and flora
• Bird-watching guide for children
• Workshop on sustainable development alterna-
tives in protected areas
• Trans-boundary maps presenting various fea-
tures of the project sites
• Focus group meetings: rural/sustainable tourism
development and sustainable hunting
• Study on hunting and hunting areas
• Training on public participation and environ-
mental impact assessment
• Training workshops on sustainable agriculture
• Support to sustainable tourism development —
promotional materials
Skadar/Shkodra Lake
• Publication of results of winter bird counting
• Field trips for children across borders
• Local environmental action plans for Shkodra,
Albania and Cetinje, Montenegro
• Workshops on sustainable tourism, traditional
crafts and habitat typology
• Support for placing the Albanian side of the lake
under official protection
• Trans-boundary maps of protected areas
• Nature trails, information boards, and promo-
tion materials
• Trans-boundary agreements: Memorandum of
Understanding of the Ministries of Environment
of Albania and Montenegro, declaration con-
cerning the celebration of the Day of the Lake,
declaration of forum members on Skadar/Shko-
dra Lake, and a statement of cooperation be-
tween the municipalities of Cetinje, Montenegro
and Shkodra, Albania
West Stara Planina
• Children’s summer camp on traditional crafts
• Workshops: on agro-tourism, environmentally
friendly agriculture and trans-boundary bios-
phere reserves, trans-boundary working group
meetings on tourism and agriculture
• Promotion and public hearings for the designa-
tion of the West Balkan Nature Park
• Developing a regional walking trail, a network
of tourist information centres and maps
• Agricultural demonstration projects and defin-
ing strategic directions for the development of
sustainable agriculture
• Local environmental action plans for Serbian
municipalities of West Stara Planina
• Letter of intent by mayors on trans-boundary co-
operation and establishing the Euroregion of
West Stara Planina to implement the letter
Partners in the process
All results have been achieved through the inputs of many players representing a wide
variety of organisations (as listed in Box 15). Unlike in many other projects, stakeholder
involvement was not only a key tool to ensure success, but the main goal as well. Be-
sides their narrower purpose, all activities served as mechanisms to engage local players,
and through that to build long-lasting and efficient cross-border dialogue.
Due to the cross-border character of the project and specifics of national administrations,
stakeholder involvement had to reach beyond the local level. Activities have been co-
ordinated with relevant governmental bodies: ministries responsible for environment,
agriculture, forestry, tourism and education, along with relevant research institutions.
Ministries of environment delegated their focal points and national bodies dealing with
the management of natural resources, while academic institutions and national experts
provided support on topics within their spheres of competence.
On the local level the project tried to reach all segments of society, local authorities
being one of the key groups addressed. Twenty-four municipalities have been involved
in the project at levels varying from site to site. In some of the sites they became the
main drivers of trans-boundary cooperation processes, and they expressed their willing-
ness to do this through various formal and less formal means.
Local schools and educational institutions acted as important multipliers in the project.
They directly participated in awareness-raising efforts and cross-border events, and
throughout the project they built a real cross-border network that started to work on
promoting specific values of the region. Their efforts in developing innovative envi-
ronmental education programmes have been also supported.
The important role civil society can play in the local and trans-boundary context was
recognised, with local NGOs — generally weak and lacking human and financial re-
sources — being the main beneficiaries of granting programmes.
T R A N S - B O U N DA RY CO O P E R AT I O N T H RO U G H T H E M A NAG E M E N T O F S H A R E D NAT U R A L R E S O U RC E S48
PART I I THE PROCESS AND MAIN PLAYERS
BOX 15 PARTNERS IN THE PROCESS
Who was involved?
• Local authorities
• Schools and other education institutions (children and
teachers)
• Local NGOs
• Media
• Small businesses in agriculture and tourism
• Farmers, hunters, fishermen and craftsmen
• Associations of producers
• National governmental organisations
• Academic and research institutions
• National experts and their networks
• Natural resource management bodies:
- National/nature park authorities
- Water management authorities
- Environmental inspectorates
Being rich in biodiversity, all three sites are at least partially included in national systems
of protected areas. At the same time they are exploited through various human uses, which
calls for a coordinated approach to the management and protection of natural resources
to ensure long-term sustainability. Local and regional level management bodies face major
challenges due to limited finances and trained personnel, and insufficient infrastructure.
It is just an additional shortcoming that while protected ecosystems are shared by two
countries, conservation and management efforts are often one-sided, and efficient mech-
anisms to harmonise approaches on the two sides are lacking. Therefore, protected areas’
authorities, and other bodies concerned with the management and protection of natural
resources (e.g. water authorities, environmental inspectorates, forestry organisations) have
been directly addressed by the project. They have been involved not only as key members
of trans-boundary forums, but also as beneficiaries of direct technical assistance and part-
ners to NGOs or schools in implementing their small-scale projects.
Efforts directly addressing resource management issues were often supported by academic
and research institutions located in the region, such as the University of Shkodra in Al-
bania, the University of Mostar in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Oceanographic Institute
in Dubrovnik in Croatia and the National Institute for Nature Protection in Montene-
gro. They provided their experience and technical capacity while benefiting from the ex-
change of information, and possibilities to test their expertise in concrete situations.
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Fishermen were an important
stakeholder group on the Neretva
Delta. (REC archive)
As a traditional group of resource users, small agriculture and tourism businesses, local
farmers, fishermen, hunters and craftsmen took part in the project as recipients of ca-
pacity-building and awareness-raising activities. Very often they were the partners or tar-
get groups of small-scale initiatives of local NGOs, authorities and other players.
Finally, in order to inform everybody potentially interested in the project, local media
organisations — newspapers, TV and radio stations, etc. — were involved in the project
from the very beginning. Members of local media networks were trained in conveying
environmental messages, and later they acted as important communicators of project
events and local environmental problems to the wider local public.
The role of the REC and SDC
At the first REReP Task Force Meeting, upon the decision of South Eastern European
governments and the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, the REC was
mandated to implement this project. As a response to the challenge, the REC had to
adapt its structures and introduce new methods of work. In addition to its network of
country offices in its 17 beneficiary countries — some of which were involved in the proj-
ect — and its head office in Szentendre, Hungary, site offices were established.
As presented Figure 1, the project operated with a rather complex implementation struc-
ture, which went through several stages of development, gravitating from the regional
level to that of the sites. This shift made the project more and more decentralised to-
wards the end.
The REC head office played a key role during the first two phases in setting up the im-
plementation structure and coordinating activities on both site and regional levels.
Throughout the project, capacities of site coordinators were strengthened: they improved
their project management skills, they became important agents of change in their com-
munities, and they started to act as real players within the networks of local stakehold-
ers. During the third phase, site coordinators became the actual managers of the project
on the local level, taking full responsibility for activities carried out at the sites. But
even at this stage their work was supported by the network of REC country offices and
backstopping services of the REC head office. To perform their work at high profes-
sional standards they received expert support and assistance in financial and office man-
agement from the relevant country offices. The overall responsibility for the
management of the project and the quality of outputs has been assumed by the REC
head office, which, among others, provided a full-time project manager.
As an organisation traditionally engaged in building environmental democracy and fa-
cilitating multi-stakeholder processes, the REC played a key role in the project by en-
suring a neutral platform for building trans-boundary cooperation.
The unique nature of the project required not only f lexibility and readiness to adapt to
new situations, but also close knit work between the REC — as the implementing or-
ganisation — and the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, as the donor of
the project. An intensive coordination concerning the planning of the project has been
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The REC’s challenge
is to ensure efficiency,
high quality outputs
and real changes
through interventions
on very different levels
— regional, national
and local — while
mobilising a very
diverse group of actors
and mediate
cooperation among
countries and
communities
historically divided.
maintained from the very beginning. Planning events have always involved representa-
tives of the donor, and SDC delegated independent experts to monitor the implemen-
tation of the project. Several monitoring and evaluation missions were carried out, and
SDC consultants provided direct inputs into project activities and suggested possible ad-
justments to the project. While doing so, they contributed to building the capacities of
the project team. Moreover, in this respect direct contributions were also made by,
among other things, organising a study tour for site coordinators in Switzerland.
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BOX 16 THE REC’S ADDED VALUE
• A region-wide network of offices covering all countries
of South Eastern Europe;
• A multidisciplinary expert team with over 30 national-
ities working on various topics within the field of envi-
ronment;
• An international status and a special role in REReP,
making the REC an accepted partner of governments
in the region and beyond;
• A traditional role in mediating between different inter-
ests, facilitating multi-stakeholder dialogue and build-
ing environmental democracy;
• The ability — and mandate — to act simultaneously at
the regional, national and local levels;
• Flexibility and readiness to adapt to new situations.
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FIGURE 1 PROJECT ORGANISATION CHART
Re-establishing trans-boundary dialogue and mutual trust after military conflicts and en-
abling local actors to manage shared natural resources in a sustainable way were the pro-
ject’s two main tasks. Dialogue had to be launched to involve partners and countries whose
cooperation is a key prerequisite for addressing resource management issues in a trans-
boundary context. The groundwork needed to be laid so that such a process involving
many smaller-scale processes could become sustainable and contribute to achieving the
longer-term goal of the project: the sustainable management of shared natural resources.
In addition to dialogue between and among countries and communities on the two
sides of the border, the integration of local communities into national processes has been
important. Efforts were made to improve cooperation between local and national level
governments, and to include cross-border sites into national strategic documents and
processes related to biodiversity protection and the environment.
The nature of the project is unique in the region, and therefore there are no neigh-
bouring countries from which to learn. As a consequence, the project’s methodology
has been kept as open and flexible as possible and tailored to the specific needs and
circumstances of each site. The most important elements of the project methodology
are presented here.
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Approach and Methodology
BOX 17 MAIN ELEMENTS OF APPROACH
• Relying on an international cooperation framework to
ensure national ownership;
• Treating the project as an open-ended process —
building each step on the one before;
• Fostering local participation by engaging as many rel-
evant stakeholders as possible from the very beginning;
• Identifying priorities locally — working with propos-
als made by local stakeholders based on the informa-
tion they collected themselves;
• Establishing permanent trans-boundary bodies to en-
gage stakeholders in the joint planning of activities
and maintaining cross-border dialogue;
• Rallying communities around a joint vision;
• Empowering local actors to become leaders of trans-
boundary processes;
• Allowing stakeholders to take action and learn from
their own results by providing direct support to pilot
local initiatives;
• Promoting a positive regional image through trans-
boundary promotional activities and by bringing com-
munities together;
• Ensuring transparency through a systematic approach
to communication.
Ensuring national ownership
Without the political will and the ownership of national governments it would have
been impossible for the project to address issues of trans-boundary concern. Even if
problems addressed were mostly of local character, they often interfered with national
level processes — new strategies, designation of protected areas, etc. — and required na-
tional level participation.
The project benefited from the fact that it was running under the Regional Environ-
mental Reconstruction Programme for South Eastern Europe, a framework built on
the strong political will of countries under the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe
and to integrate environmental concerns in the process of their reconstruction and de-
velopment. As the facilitator of the REReP process, the REC had the trust and sup-
port of all of the national governments involved. They expressed their commitment
by nominating ministerial focal points to act as key contacts for the project, and by
providing direct contributions in political, f inancial and professional terms.
The increasing commitment of local actors also contributed to mobilising national own-
ership. Results achieved in the three cross-border sites often led to national level com-
mitments concerning the future development of the sites, and locally identified priorities
were included into national strategic planning documents.
The project as an open-ended process
The project works in the rather diverse and difficult local context of cross-border sites.
It addresses simultaneously various levels of decision making, and, in addition to some
very concrete end-results, it seeks to maintain a sustainable process. These characteris-
tics are ref lected in the design of the project.
The sustainable management of natural resources and preserving natural and cultural her-
itage while delivering benefits to local communities are at the heart of the project. At
the same time the project runs in parallel with concrete local development processes.
Besides supporting these processes, the project intends to build on new opportunities
that arise and seeks to help local actors to utilise them. These efforts require regular plan-
ning, which involves local stakeholders, as well as open possibilities to include new ac-
tivities in response to new opportunities or specific local interests.
In the first years of implementation the project focused on establishing relationships,
initiating dialogue and creating networks for communication and partnership. Most ac-
tivities had a social orientation and aimed at fostering a positive attitude and trust
among stakeholders. Activities delivering more tangible outputs appeared towards the
second phase. The ultimate objective of these was to see that local players saw bene-
fits from cooperation involving the entire cross-border community. Joint initiatives
and processes launched in the second phase were broadened and completed in the
third phase. Even at this stage, however, there was room for new stakeholder groups
and new ideas.
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The Regional
Environmental
Reconstruction
Programme for
South Eastern Europe
served as a regional
framework, and
ensured the political
will and ownership of
the countries involved.
Planning and
implementation went
hand in hand and the
project stayed open:
new activities were
included in response to
new opportunities, and
new target groups
were addressed as
their interests were
made known.
Fostering local participation
Local participation and ownership of local stakeholders have been both the goal and a
precondition for any success. The role of the REC as a neutral facilitator could be imag-
ined only in relation to local stakeholders engaging in processes of cooperation. To en-
sure these results, trans-boundary dialogue was initiated with the widest possible scope.
Local kick-off events — “get everyone involved meetings” — and regional planning meet-
ings involved practically anybody interested, engaging actors on both the national and
local level and from all the countries involved. Site-level discussion platforms resulted in
the nomination of representatives for cross-border regional planning working groups,
which brought together over 150 participants from the countries involved, including rep-
resentatives of government agencies, local authorities, research and business communities,
schools, and civil society.
Local participation was initiated and guided by several fundamental principles:
• Partnership and participation frees people from dependence on old, authoritative and
centralised governance models.
• Partnerships and cooperation, features of stakeholder participation, are characteristics
of an emerging civil society, and can substantially strengthen democratic processes.
• Broad-scale stakeholder participation creates conditions for community ownership,
openness to capacity-building activities and empowerment.
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BOX 18 LOCAL ASPIRATIONS AND RELEVANT NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL PROCESSES IN WEST STARA PLANINA
Extending the geographical scope
The first phase of work in the West Stara Planina
site included four Bulgarian and four Serbian mu-
nicipalities. As cooperation among the municipal-
ities evolved the geographical scope has been
extended. Three more Bulgarian municipalities —
Georgi Damjanovo, Godech and Vurshetz —
joined in as they felt they are inseparable parts of
the region. Following the launch of the public cam-
paign on the designation of the West Balkan na-
ture park the group was further extended by
involving Svoge, a municipality also concerned
with the designation.
Linking to relevant processes
During the project national and international
processes were launched, and local stakeholders
expressed their interest in getting involved. In re-
sponse, the project helped them by linking its ac-
tivities to these processes. Activities of the second
and third phases focusing on developing environ-
mentally friendly tourism have been to a great ex-
tent determined by the process of formulating the
Bulgarian National Ecotourism Strategy. The proj-
ect facilitated the development and implementa-
tion of the Regional Ecotourism Action Plan for
West Stara Planina as an integral part of the na-
tional strategy.
In 2005-2006 the European Commission’s Neigh-
bourhood Programme for Cross-Border Coopera-
tion became one of the main tools to support
trans-boundary projects in the region. Following
the needs of stakeholders, the project supported
local stakeholders in developing their own projects
under the programme, and proposal preparation
became an important activity of trans-boundary
working groups established within the project.
To maintain participation, each step of the project was decided upon based on the joint
analysis of the achievements and identification of needs. Strong local involvement from
the very start enabled stakeholders to come up with a strong vision and establish pri-
orities they believed in.
Identifying priorities locally
Once local participation was initiated, further efforts were needed to keep it alive. Sev-
eral methodologies have been used for this, one of them being the joint definition of
priorities for local development and trans-boundary cooperation.
The lack of knowledge about biodiversity and natural resources, unavailability of suffi-
cient and up-to-date information and the lack of unified approaches of collecting bio-
diversity and environmental data were perceived as key obstacles for the development
of joint management. As a response, teams of local and national experts from neigh-
bouring countries worked together on collecting and analysing available information.
Joint studies were elaborated, which served as a direct input for continued trans-bound-
ary dialogue and the defining of local priorities.
Common methodologies for assessing shared resources, the practicing of local experts
in dealing with local environmental issues and the availability of new information for
the benefit of management authorities were important by-products of this work. Still,
the overall purpose was not to deliver maximum quality scientific studies, which per-
haps could have been well performed by international consultant teams. Instead, the
goals were to get relevant local players involved and trained on the process, and to en-
sure local inputs to trans-boundary debates.
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The project launched
with great efforts to
involve as many local
players as possible,
and sought to keep
them involved for
future activities.
Frogs live in great abundance in the
wetlands of the Neretva Delta; the
harvesting of frogs is a tradition and
they feature on the menus of most
local restaurants. (Erika Bodo)
Joint planning of activities and
maintaining trans-boundary dialogue
Permanent trans-boundary forums represented another key methodology for maintain-
ing local participation and transparency in the project. Forums composed of key local
stakeholders from both sides of the border — NGOs, local authorities, schools, tourism
boards, water management and nature conservation authorities, environmental inspec-
torates, etc. — directly contributed to defining and planning activities. To ensure their
involvement, regular forum meetings have been organised several times a year. Addi-
tionally, the REC site coordinators, as the main facilitators of this process on the local
level, maintained close cooperation with forum members.
As an informal body, forums were also the first seeds of institutionalised trans-boundary
dialogue. They developed at a different pace in different sites — still following a common
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Local stakeholders
identified specific
needs, gathered and
analysed baseline
information, and
elaborated their
priorities based
on this.
BOX 19 IDENTIFYING PRIORITY ACTIVITIES FOR THE PROTECTION OF THE NERETVA DELTA
Strengthening water management institutions and
trans-boundary cooperation on water issues, ad-
dressing problems such as the protection of springs,
water level oscillations and the intrusion of saltwater,
strengthening the cooperation of local authorities,
counteracting illegal construction, improving land
registration systems, promoting values related to bio-
diversity, environment and healthy food and provid-
ing better access to environmental information are
all priorities identified by local stakeholders of the
Neretva Delta region.
Shortly after the launch of the project in spring 2001,
for the first time in the recent history of the region, a
trans-boundary expert group was established. The
group engaged 13 experts from Croatia and Bosnia
and Herzegovina to assess the current state of the
environment and define key issues of concern in the
area. The main topics addressed included:
• rights for water use;
• relationships between hydrological dynamics of
the river and the protection of biodiversity val-
ues of the delta;
• the socio-economic situation in settlements of
the region;
• impacts of main economic activities (e.g. fish-
ing, hunting, agriculture, transport, spatial de-
velopment); and
• environmental awareness among key groups in
local communities.
The methods of work were developed in a joint ef-
fort by the project team and the experts, while the
outcomes of their work were discussed in detail by
more than 50 representatives of different local play-
ers (local authorities, hydropower stations, water
authorities, non-governmental organisations, scien-
tists and teachers). Discussions took place in a
three-day interactive workshop organised to pro-
mote a highly cooperative approach to the conser-
vation of the natural values of the region. As one of
the main outputs of the workshop, a detailed list of
priority activities was developed. These — together
with main findings of all surveys and the process
leading to their elaboration — were published in a
booklet in order to reach as broad a group of local
and national stakeholders as possible.
Although the lack of reliable information and the
limited environmental awareness of the local pop-
ulation have been found as significant obstacles,
the priorities identified created a solid base for
defining further activities and also for ensuring an
increased local ownership over them.
concept — and in some cases they became legally registered bodies to promote trans-
boundary cooperation. Their role and scope of work significantly expanded from initially
being a project planning and consultation mechanism to becoming real actors in the
planning and implementation of regional and cross-border development policy. From
being representative bodies of local actors and communities, forums evolved into groups
that developed strategic approaches for their whole trans-boundary region.
Trans-boundary communities are developing their joint vision
A key characteristic of the project is that it is community-based. Even though govern-
ment authorities contributed authority and influence, the project itself was driven by
local communities sharing a sense of ownership of common natural resources. This at-
titude proved to be strong enough to overcome separation by borders and alleviate
cross-border tensions. Regardless of the country they were from, people became mem-
bers of new cross-border communities united by the awareness that the natural entity
that they rely on is common, and it is their joint responsibility to preserve and manage
it in a sustainable manner.
These attitudes were clearly expressed when members of local communities engaged in
defining their common trans-boundary vision concerning the sites. The planning of fu-
ture activities was directly based on these vision statements.
After several years of implementation, towards the end of the second phase, site level
processes significantly matured: priorities and main directions for future action have
been defined, and the first results encouraged all involved in the project. Site coordi-
nators fully integrated into local networks of key players, and trans-boundary forums be-
came well established and accepted. At this stage vision statements of the three
trans-boundary communities were revised ref lecting the internal evolution of the proj-
ect. Site coordinators and the project team worked together with local stakeholders to
re-set priorities and defined objectives for activities for the following five years — 2003
to 2008 — and beyond. Although these were to serve the development of project action
plans for the third phase, they also provided an opportunity to assess results and engage
local actors in further defining their roles for the future. As an end-result of this process
a diagnosis of the current situation was carried out and concrete action plans were de-
veloped for all three sites.
Empowering local actors
For the project, “empowering of local actors” means raising their awareness of issues re-
lated to the management of natural resources, building their capacities for taking action
and increasing the understanding of specific development opportunities they have.
Members of local communities often did not appreciate the natural abundance of their
region, nor the development potential this provides. Their abilities and motivations to
participate in the project as partners were therefore limited at the beginning. The new
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Trans-boundary forums
served as project
advisory bodies to
support the planning of
activities as well as the
main platform for trans-
boundary dialogue.
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Local stakeholders
from cross-border sites
engaged in
developing their joint
vision from the
beginning and they
contributed to setting
objectives for a five-
year period.
types of cross-border relationships envisioned required new skills and capacities that
had to be developed during the initial period of implementation. The need for inter-
vention was clear when sites were selected based on their initial appraisal, but this was
understood by a wider range of actors only when issues like nature conservation, the sen-
sitivity of natural resources or the need to preserve them had been raised.
To improve capacities of local stakeholders, several strategies were pursued, including:
• disseminating knowledge and increasing the understanding of natural and cultural
values through topic-oriented training for local stakeholder groups;
• developing site-specific solutions to address nature conservation problems together
with affected stakeholders and with the application of their traditional knowledge;
• providing information on alternative approaches to the use of natural resources: or-
ganic agriculture, sustainable tourism, and linking nature conservation with agricul-
ture and rural tourism;
• assisting local players in developing their initiatives into concrete projects and in
raising additional funds for their implementation;
• establishing links between organisations dealing with conservation and management
to facilitate the exchange of experience and the transfer of best practices across bor-
ders and among project sites;
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In July 2001 communities sharing Skadar/Shkodra
Lake defined their common vision as follows: “a
cross-border protected area of Skadar/Shkodra
Lake and Buna/Bojana River that provides benefits
and sustainable development for the local popula-
tion of the region.”
Arriving at this statement was one of the most im-
portant milestones of the project, and it had a di-
rect benefit for future activities. Formulating and
sharing the same vision for the cross-border site
showed the commitment of stakeholders towards
trans-boundary cooperation and their understand-
ing that bilateral efforts are needed for the protec-
tion and development of the region.
The project supported the formulation of the above
vision through the two-day interactive workshop
Cross-border Cooperation: A Vision and its Realisa-
tion organised for the cross-border sites of the
Neretva Delta and Skadar/Shkodra Lake. The event
brought together representatives of ministries re-
sponsible for environmental protection in Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Montenegro,
institutions involved in the management of the
cross-border sites (e.g. park authorities, environ-
mental and water directorates, etc.), representatives
of local authorities and non-governmental organi-
sations from the countries involved. At the work-
shop the current situation was assessed and
possibilities for joint activities were identified.
Explaining the importance of a common vision in
the framework of joint strategic planning (i.e. the
definition of a vision, how to formulate it, and what
major steps have to be made in order to realise the
vision) was among the main goals of the workshop.
After reaching the understanding of participants,
working groups of different countries worked sep-
arately on formulating their own vision. These vision
statements were then discussed and debated until
a joint cross-border vision was reached.
BOX 20 DEFINING A VISION AND STEPS FOR ITS REALISATION AT SKADAR/SHKODRA LAKE
• strengthening the capacities of local and national decision makers to develop and im-
plement action plans for the management of protected areas and natural resources; and
• training of trainers, with focus on building and retaining knowledge and expertise
on the local level that could be further disseminated to entire communities.
In addition to the training of local stakeholders, all project activities had capacity build-
ing aspects. Stakeholders were not only exposed to new knowledge but also received op-
portunities to apply this in concrete situations. This allowed them to learn about
innovative approaches and their possible application in the community.
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BOX 21 SUSTAINABLE TOURISM AND ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY AGRICULTURE IN WEST STARA PLANINA
Developing sustainable tourism
Tourism was defined as a major development op-
portunity for West Stara Planina, and local aspira-
tions in this direction received strong support from
the project. In 2003 more than 50 local stake-
holders participated in drafting the Regional Eco-
tourism Action Plan for West Stara Planina, also as
part of the National Ecotourism Strategy of Bul-
garia. Trainings on the principles of eco-tourism,
business planning and marketing were provided,
and stakeholders received financial and expert as-
sistance to implement elements of the action plan.
An impressive achievement in 2004-2006 was the
creation of a regional ecotourism product that in-
cluded a 150-kilometre tourist trail and a trans-
boundary network of tourist information centres.
The staff of the information centres became mem-
bers of the Trans-boundary Tourism Working
Group, and currently their network serves as the
backbone for developing sustainable tourism in
the region.
Developing environmentally
friendly agriculture
While Bulgarian stakeholders had a specific inter-
est in implementing activities related to tourism
development, stakeholders from the Serbian side
took the lead in developing environmentally
friendly agriculture (keeping the cross-border
character of the project through frequent ex-
changes on both topics). In 2004 the Serbian
working group on environmentally friendly agri-
culture was established. Regular working group
meetings were organised in combination with
trainings on organic farming, study visits to or-
ganic farms, workshops on the conservation of
agro-biodiversity and branding of agriculture
products. Stakeholders from Bulgaria also partici-
pated in most of these activities.
Additionally, the project supported concrete local
initiatives, such as the establishment of a local or-
ganisation, the Centre for Sustainable Rural De-
velopment of the Knjazevac Area, and establishing
an interactive demonstration farm in the town of
Dimitrovgrad. In 2006 the Association for Rural
Development in Stara Planina was established in
a joint effort by local mayors, and the agriculture
working group started to work in a trans-boundary
manner. With the aim of summarising the efforts
of local stakeholders and to respond to their spe-
cific interest in this field, a strategic document was
prepared by the project team using the data col-
lected through a detailed survey and the out-
comes of several meetings with key local
stakeholders. The paper identifies ways to develop
sustainable agriculture in the four Serbian munici-
palities of West Stara Planina, and it is expected to
become the basis for developing specific rural de-
velopment action plans and concrete projects,
also in a trans-boundary setting. Although it fo-
cuses only on the Serbian side, it represents the
ownership of the trans-boundary working group,
and it serves as a model for similar initiatives on
the Bulgarian part of the site.
OPPOSITE PAGE:
The fortress of Belogradchik,
Bulgaria (REC archive)
Direct support to pilot local initiatives
As a locally rooted project that seeks to provide benefits locally, initiatives by stake-
holders were treated as expressions of local needs that require attention and support.
Many were triggered by the project itself, but as the project evolved more ad-hoc ini-
tiatives were replaced by concrete local processes, which — with some additional support
from the project — reached their completion. In this way local actors could not only de-
liver something beneficial to their communities, but they could also learn and reap the
benefits of taking action.
Support to civil society has been a special component involving several rounds of small
grants distribution. Projects of NGOs and other non-profit organisations addressing
various topics have been supported, with the aim to strengthen their — and engage them
in — nature conservation, environmental education and public participation. In the
third phase the project shifted from an open granting procedure to targeted grants,
where a relatively larger amount of funds was given for well articulated projects devel-
oped by local stakeholders in cooperation with site coordinators.
Bringing communities together — “people-to-people approach”
A separate set of activities has been developed to build relationships not only among in-
stitutions representing local communities, but community members themselves. Large-
scale promotional events have been dedicated to this purpose. They brought local people
together, promoted the general values behind the project and helped develop positive re-
gional images. Building new relationships among societies divided by country borders but
sharing natural surroundings was a central feature of these initiatives. Many of them have
become new traditions, and local and, in some cases national, governments have lent sup-
port to perpetuating them as annual events.
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Initiatives by local
players were
implemented, which
provided opportunities
to learn and get
positive feedback
about achievements,
thus encouraging them
to continue such work.
Capacity building —
targeted training and
“learning by doing” —
was a permanent
component that helped
local stakeholders
become partners, gain
knowledge and skills,
understand the
importance of
integrated management
of natural resources and
realise specific
development potential.
Ensuring transparency
In addition to regular open discussions with stakeholders, results of the project were always
distributed using mailing lists created by site coordinators. Project newsletters, bulletins,
websites, promotional materials and other means were employed to reach stakeholders al-
ready involved and the wider public. Cooperation with local media proved very important
and its presence was ensured at every important event. In return local newspapers, TV and
radio stations communicated important information about of the project.
The main methods used to ensure transparency include:
• Exchange of information among different project sites: site coordinators ex-
changed weekly reports to keep each other and the rest of the team informed on progress
in the implementation of the project. The exchange of information concerning devel-
opments in the three sites was also maintained through regular team meetings.
• Publicity of project activities and achievements: each site developed awareness pro-
grammes tailored to local needs and mailing lists with over 100 entries have been main-
tained, including contacts of key organisations. Fact sheets, newspaper articles, research
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Tourism is considered important development op-
tion in the Neretva Delta region. The region’s natu-
ral wealth and rich historical and cultural heritage
provide good opportunities for developing small-
scale rural tourism businesses. Wisely developed
tourism products can provide attractive alternatives
to visitors of famous destinations in the vicinity of
the delta.
To further promote these opportunities and support
local stakeholders in taking action, several activities
have been implemented. In July 2002 more than
100 key stakeholders — governmental agencies, rep-
resentatives of local communities, tourism busi-
nesses, farmers and NGOs — discussed challenges,
problems and possibilities for the development of
rural tourism at the workshop Joint Rural tourism
Strategy in the Neretva Delta. The workshop was or-
ganised around four main topics: management of
protected areas and rural tourism; advertising natu-
ral attractions; biodiversity and geomorphology in
protected areas; and sociological and cultural as-
pects of rural tourism. The workshop provided in-
puts to the elaboration of a draft rural tourism
strategy.
As a follow-up to the workshop, the first trans-
boundary publication promoting the development
of sustainable tourism in the region was produced.
A core group of local stakeholders also participated
in a study tour to learn about examples imple-
mented in another wetland area of Croatia, the Lon-
jsko Polje Nature Park.
The work of stakeholders continued through several
workshops, and support was provided to develop
concrete project ideas in this field. In a first attempt
to develop concrete activities, the preparation of a
bird watching and canoeing guide was proposed,
but due to the unclear protection status of the Croa-
tian side its implementation had to be postponed.
However, further efforts of stakeholders in this re-
spect were successful. Some of the activities pro-
posed received the financial support of the
Croatian Ministry of Tourism and other donors (e.g.
UNDP-GEF), while others were supported by the
small grants facility of the project.
As one of the last steps towards promoting tourism
development a set of promotion materials was pre-
pared presenting the main natural beauties and
tourism destinations of the region.
Members of
communities divided
by country borders
and sharing the same
natural entity came
together to celebrate
their region.
results, announcements and other information were regularly disseminated. TV spots,
presentations, campaigns and promotion materials were used to keep players informed.
• Communication with national institutions and other international players:
national governments were regularly informed through communication with project
focal points. Information about the project was also disseminated to other interna-
tional organisations and donors, allowing them to join the process and add value
through their own initiatives. The information provided supported initiatives like
the European Green Belt of IUCN, the World Conservation Union; and the Dinar
Arc Initiative of UNESCO, WWF, UNDP, IUCN and the Council of Europe.
• Regular reporting to the REReP Task Force: the project and its achievements
have been presented to governments and international donors at task force meetings
of the Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme (REReP).
• Proactive communication and openness of processes at the site level: the
spirit of openness has been created through the very first site level activities and has
been kept throughout the whole project. Working groups, meetings of stakeholders
and trans-boundary forums all followed the principle of transparency.
The transparent character of the project had an important secondary effect. The high
level of publicity of activities led to an increased feeling of responsibility of stakehold-
ers participating in the project. The awareness of the fact that the entire community was
following the work inspired participants to do their best.
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Modro Oko, a 276 ha protected site
in the Croatian part of the Neretva
Delta and one of the better preserved
fragments of wetlands of the region
(Tomislav Rogosic)
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Neretva Delta
“Promoting cross-border cooperation and network-
ing concerning the protection and sustainable use
of natural resources” was the theme of the first ac-
tivity within the project aiming to enable civil society
organisations to carry out work on biodiversity pro-
tection, sustainable development and the wise use
of resources. A financial support programme sup-
porting small-scale initiatives of local NGOs and
other non-profit organisations was launched in May
2001, following a two-day training course on proj-
ect preparation and management. Thirty-six pro-
posals were received and evaluated by an expert
panel (the Local Advisory Board), and following its
decision, 14 projects were awarded. A total amount
of EUR 40,000 was distributed through the pro-
gramme to projects involving the following activities:
• revitalising fishing grounds and assessing ways
to increase fish production;
• promoting the sustainable use of agro-chemi-
cals (radio shows, leaflets, posters, lectures);
• activities aiming to increase the knowledge and
environmental awareness of elementary and
middle school students: ecology workshops, na-
ture education programmes and eco-bulletins;
• conservation of wild horses in the Hutovo Blato
Nature Park;
• studying linkages between the morphology and
legends of the Neretva River basin;
• assessing aspects and components of local bio-
logical diversity and landscape values; and
• awareness-rising: workshops, posters, lectures,
discussions, TV shows and newsletters.
Awarded projects were implemented by local NGOs
and other not-for-profit organisations, including pri-
mary schools, the University of Mostar in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, fishing associations, the Hutovo Blato
Nature Park Public Authority, and the Institute for
Public Health in Mostar in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Grants supporting awareness raising
at the Neretva Delta contributed to
counteracting problems like the illegal
disposal of household waste.
(Ors Marczin)
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West Stara Planina
In West Stara Planina, 19 small-scale initiatives by
NGOs and other non-profit bodies received finan-
cial support from the project. Support was accom-
panied by trainings on project management and the
preparation of project proposals and financial re-
ports according to the rules of the programme. Four-
teen applications were received from Bulgaria, of
which 11 were approved, while Serbian organisa-
tions developed 18, of which eight were awarded.
Many projects involved cross-border cooperation as
an important element. Although the programme was
announced separately in the two countries, projects
often covered similar topics, and links between im-
plementing organisations were established. Project
development often involved multiple stakeholders,
as during their preparations applicants sought and
received the support of local authorities and other
institutions. The importance of the programme is
well reflected by that fact that as one of its direct re-
sults a new NGO was established, the Nature Pro-
tection Society of Belogradchik, Bulgaria.
The organisations implementing programme proj-
ects include local NGOs, cultural institutions,
tourism associations and local authorities. Projects
supported by the programme included:
• promotional materials and events to increase
environmental awareness and to promote nat-
ural and cultural values (also as tourism attrac-
tions) and traditional crafts;
• training on principles of eco-tourism, repairing
nature trails, exploring specific karst formations,
and improving visitor infrastructure;
• establishing an exhibition centre for traditional
crafts and a local association of craftsmen;
• reviving local traditions in colouring wool with
natural materials (seminars, a demonstration
garden with plants used for colouring);
Grants funded projects to improve hiking
trails in Stara Planina. (REC archive)
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• establishing and strengthening trans-boundary
partnerships: joint activities, trans-boundary
roundtable and directory of NGOs, and estab-
lishing a network of local authorities;
• direct measures to preserve protected old trees
of the region;
• reintroduction and promotion of indigenous
plant species extinct due to overexploitation
(restoring degraded landscapes, creating green
areas, publishing materials and organising sem-
inars on the sustainable use of plants); and
• support to revitalising traditional cattle farming
through research and analysis.
As the project advanced, support to the most ac-
tive partners continued by financing other initia-
tives. In Bulgaria five municipalities were assisted in
developing their joint regional ecotourism product
and tourist information centres, while in Serbia
three grants were provided to support the devel-
opment of environmentally friendly agriculture.
Skadar/Shkodra Lake
At the Skadar/Shkodra Lake site, two grant-distrib-
ution programmes were implemented aimed at
supporting activities of non-governmental organi-
sations dealing with the protection of the lake and
encouraging their cooperation with organisations
on the other side of the border. The first call, an-
nounced in March 2001, resulted in the distribu-
tion of EUR 40,000. Twenty-two local projects —
13 in Montenegro and nine in Albania — were se-
lected by the Local Advisory Board, involving the
following activities:
• raising the awareness of fishermen, fishing or-
ganisations and other relevant stakeholders on
different aspects of sustainable fishing;
• promotional materials (posters, leaflets, TV pro-
grammes) focusing on natural values, the lake
and cultural monuments of the region;
• local campaigns to increase the awareness of
citizens on key issues related to the sustainable
management of the lake and benefits of cross-
border cooperation;
• educational materials and awareness raising of
schoolchildren;
• assessing the state of biodiversity of the south-
eastern shores and discussing protection meas-
ures with local communities and nature park
authorities;
• clean-up activities and other field work with
local citizens and students; and
• school exchanges to improve knowledge on is-
sues related to the management of the lake.
The second call (2003) encouraged cross-border
cooperation of non-profit organisations in the con-
text of cooperative projects. Twenty applications
were submitted, 10 of which were awarded a total
of EUR 40,000. Projects were implemented
through the cooperation of organisations from the
two countries. Activities included:
• gathering information on biodiversity, previous
research and other projects, creating joint data-
bases and developing information centres;
• materials and events promoting local traditions
and regional identity;
• promoting nature tourism: tourist guide on bio-
diversity values and billboards for tourists;
• cross-border exchanges of university students; and
• workshop on the protection of natural resources
and sustainable economic development.
Although NGOs were the main target group, proj-
ects also involved schools, the Education Directorate
in Shkodra, Albania, tourist associations, scout clubs,
the Skadar Lake National Park authority in Montene-
gro, the Regional Environmental Inspectorate of
Shkodra and Shkodra University.
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The Day of Hutovo Blato Nature Park
at Neretva Delta
Hutovo Blato (or “Hutovo Swamp”) is one of the
largest and best preserved wetland complexes of
the Neretva Delta, with several lakes and an exten-
sive network of channels surrounded by reed beds,
wet meadows and poplar-willow forests. It extends
over nearly 8,000 hectares and is officially pro-
tected as a nature park. The management authority
of the park is among the most important stake-
holders and local beneficiaries of the project.
Based on the initiative of the park management,
Cruising the channels of the Hutovo Blato wetlands
is one of the main attractions of the Day of Park.
(REC archive)
T R A N S - B O U N DA RY CO O P E R AT I O N T H RO U G H T H E M A NAG E M E N T O F S H A R E D NAT U R A L R E S O U RC E S68
PA R T I I I APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY
BOX 24 PROMOTIONAL EVENTS (continued)
since 1997, the second Saturday of each May has
been celebrated by local citizens and stakeholders
as “Day of the Park.” Today the event is an impor-
tant element of the life of local communities. It
brings together over 100 people for cultural events,
recreation, visits to wetlands, an outdoor lunch and
other activities.
Since the project started, the “Day of the Park” has
become a major public forum to communicate with
a wider group of local stakeholders about the proj-
ect, and in a much more accentuated trans-bound-
ary context. Besides local citizens the event involves
local delegates in the state parliament, representa-
tives of the government of the canton and the fed-
eral government, ministry representatives from
Croatia and universities from both countries. The
event is preceded by an extraordinary meeting of
the Neretva Delta Forum, where members discuss
successes and failures of the project over the pre-
vious year. The meeting finishes with an official
opening of celebrations.
On both the Bulgarian and Serbian sides of
the border at Stara Planina, children’s summer
camps helped pass down a common heritage
of regional handicrafts. (REC archive)
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Annual trans-boundary crafts fair
at Skadar/Shkodra Lake
Following an initiative of the project, every year
some 50 producers from Albania and Montenegro
exhibit handicrafts made of cotton, wood, reed, sil-
ver and leather, and homemade food products
(e.g. honey, vine, grapes and dried forest fruits).
The annual crafts fair of Skadar/Shkodra Lake is or-
ganised in Shkodra, Albania, with producers com-
ing from settlements located all around the lake,
and all products are made by using natural re-
sources of the region.
The message of the fair is that the lake and its nat-
ural resources — when used wisely — can make a
real contribution to the economies of rural settle-
ments. As a more practical aspect, the event pro-
vides opportunities for producers to improve the
promotion and marketing of their products. Stake-
holders, including the ministries of environment
of Albania and Montenegro, consider the fair an
important element of the tourism offerings of the
region, with significant development potential.
The fair attracts hundreds of people every year,
including visitors from outside the host countries,
and it also serves as a good occasion for cross-
border exchanges.
Joint annual festival
at the West Stara Planina site
Building a regional identity by bringing people to-
gether to celebrate their common natural sur-
roundings and culture is an important goal of the
project. In West Stara Planina many traditional
events were used for this purpose and new ones
were also created.
Joint festival programme
In the first phase a special annual festival was organ-
ised involving children, craftsmen and artists from the
region. Later the festival evolved into a large pro-
gramme covering the whole summer, which includes
major traditional celebrations of all municipalities in
the region and is promoted jointly by them. The pro-
gramme, organised every year by the Trans-bound-
ary Working Group on Tourism, appears to be an
important tourist attraction of the region.
Local producers exhibit their
handmade products at the
trans-boundary crafts fair in
Shkodra (REC archive)
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Balkan Agro-biodiversity and Rural
Heritage Fair in Dimitrovgrad
The initiative was initially meant to promote the con-
servation of indigenous breeds of livestock and tra-
ditional rural livelihoods. But over the years, it has
become an internationally recognised celebration
with ever increasing participation. The fair has drawn
attention to the region’s unique rural heritage. Like
the other events, the fair has managed to bring to-
gether a large variety of community groups and has
made them realise that they all belong to the same
region. Participants have accepted — and taken as
their own — the project’s aims of promoting the con-
servation of common cultural and natural treasures
and bringing communities together.
Crafts camps for children
To promote the preservation of local crafts and tra-
ditions, which are very similar in the two countries,
two special camps were organised in Bulgaria and
Serbia. Children from all municipalities were invited
to learn about traditional carpet-weaving, pottery,
traditional songs and folk dances. These camps be-
came popular among both children and teachers.
Schools of the region established new partnerships,
and depending on the success of their fundraising
efforts new camps will be organised.
Lines of communication between and among institutions and
countries have been established or restored
Working relations between central governments and local authorities have been
strengthened, and their joint decision making has been encouraged by engaging them
in joint (trans-boundary) planning activities. Such forms of cooperation were nearly
non-existent before.
For the first time after military conflicts, local stakeholders from South Eastern Euro-
pean countries were brought together to define common objectives and activities for the
future of their communities. Regional planning groups composed of representatives of
national governments, authorities of protected areas, local authorities, NGOs and the
private sector have been established.
After years of isolation, operational contacts were established between important na-
tional level players, including: the ministries of environment in Albania and Montene-
gro; the Federal Ministry of Environment of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Cantonal
Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning in Mostar, Herzegovina-Neretva Can-
ton; the Bulgarian Ministry of Environment and the new democratic Government of the
Republic of Serbia, and many other players. These working relations remained alive
throughout the project, expanded in some cases, and got strengthened by official dec-
larations in others.
Substantial national and international attention has been mobilised and cross-border
sites that were mostly neglected in years past were included in national strategic docu-
ments on the environment.
Operational cross-border cooperation mechanisms
have been established
Trans-boundary forums that regularly brought together key stakeholders and experts, al-
lowing them to follow developments within the project and the region, became an im-
portant institutional basis for future trans-boundary cooperation. As extensions of
forums, topic-oriented trans-boundary working groups were established, targeting top-
ics like sustainable tourism, agriculture or education.
T R A N S - B O U N DA RY CO O P E R AT I O N T H RO U G H T H E M A NAG E M E N T O F S H A R E D NAT U R A L R E S O U RC E S 71
Part IV
Key Outcomes
OPPOSITE PAGE:
West Stara Planina is considered a
centre for the conservation of au-
tochthonous animal breeds of South
Eastern Europe, such as Mangalica
pigs, a traditional breed of the
Balkans and the Carpathian Basin.
(Sergej Ivanov)
Local democracy has been strengthened through the
introduction of participatory processes
In the overall methodology of the project, its openness and bottom-up character intro-
duced new participatory methods of work. The project offered many opportunities to
local stakeholders and institutions to learn how cooperation with others working in the
same local context can help them to deliver better results within their own field of work.
Trainings and capacity-building on public participation issues and participatory meth-
ods, such as strategic environmental assessment and environmental impact assessment,
strengthened these lessons with more theoretical background and knowledge.
Trans-boundary cooperation is supported by official cross-
border agreements and the commitment of national and
local governments
The work of trans-boundary forums receives the support of official trans-boundary co-
operation agreements where local actors and national governments work to maintain and
strengthen these newly established forms of work.
At the West Stara Planina site, Bulgarian and Serbian local authorities signed their let-
ter of intent on cross-border cooperation, which was followed up by the establishment
of regional associations on both sides of the border. The two associations got together
under the umbrella of the “Euroregion” — a formal cross-border body established ac-
cording to rules of the Council of Europe. The Euroregion will play a key role in the
development of the region and in facilitating cooperation on nature conservation, agri-
culture, tourism, culture and sport.
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Members of the Skadar/Shkodra
Lake Forum signed the bilateral lake
declaration. (REC archive)
In order to strengthen cooperation on the management and protection of Skadar/Shko-
dra Lake, ministries of environment in Albania and Montenegro signed a memorandum
of understanding. This was followed by the launch of a joint initiative to celebrate the Day
of the Lake every year through cross-border events.
The municipalities of Cetinje in Montenegro and Shkodra in Albania went through the
process of developing local environmental action plans, and as one of the outcomes they
issued an official statement laying down the main principles for cooperation.
The conservation of shared natural ecosystems benefits from
new protected areas
The project made substantial contributions to the designation of new protected areas,
which would ensure that nature conservation efforts on one side of the border are com-
plemented with similar ones on the other. Through this, important elements of a har-
monised approach to the protection of shared ecosystems are being prepared.
Following the decision of the National Assembly of Albania, the shores of the
Skadar/Shkodra Lake and adjacent wetland areas (23,027 ha) have been assigned the sta-
tus of “managed nature reserve” and have been included in the national system of pro-
tected areas. The same area received global recognition as a wetland of international
importance under the Ramsar Convention.
PA R T I V KEY OUTCOMES
Since February 2005 on both sides
of the border, the wetlands of
Skadar/Shkodra Lake enjoy legal
protection and the benefits of being
internationally recognised as sites
under the Ramsar convention.
(Vasilije Buskovic )
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The process of designating the West Balkan Nature Park (162,000 ha) in Bulgaria reached
an advanced stage of development as a result of the project. Information on biodiver-
sity has been collected and analysed within the project, the proposal for designation has
been submitted, full documentation has been developed, and, as an important and of-
ficially required element in the process, public consultations have been organised. Feed-
back from local communities were supportive, which is partly the result of extensive
promotion of the project.
Following a decision of the Croatian government and a stipulation in the country’s Na-
tional Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan, the process of designating the Lower
Neretva Nature Park (app. 12,000 ha) will soon get underway with a pre-feasibility study.
The project supports the process with trans-boundary surveys and databases on various
components of biodiversity — birds, butterf lies, f lora and vegetation.
Local communities benefit from concrete cross-border
products that also bring new development alternatives
Through the project, joint studies and surveys have been carried out addressing the man-
agement of shared natural resources. Joint bibliographies of relevant literature, biodiver-
sity surveys and databases, analyses on different aspects of water management, the use of
forests, environmental awareness of local communities and roles and responsibilities of
key stakeholders help local planning and decision making in a trans-border context.
Cross-border products such as an educational manual for teachers in the Neretva Delta
region, a trans-boundary nature trail and network of tourism information centres in
West Stara Planina, and a trans-boundary fair on traditional handcrafts in Skadar/Shko-
dra Lake support the day-to-day work of certain stakeholder groups and offers concrete
opportunities for development in areas like tourism or agriculture.
Local communities benefit from having their strategic
development directions identified and assessed
Defining common priorities, planning joint activities and developing a vision and objec-
tives have been overarching elements of the whole project. Local stakeholders from all sites
were engaged in such processes from the very beginning. They received support in elabo-
rating their own visions and in defining strategies in more concrete areas of work. Apart
from participating in various planning meetings, and defining common priorities based on
the information they collected, stakeholders developed strategic concepts in areas like sus-
tainable tourism and agriculture or environmental protection.
Halfway through the project a synthesis of existing knowledge was prepared for all three sites,
along with a diagnosis of main problems and opportunities, and five-year strategic plans.
Direct support to initiatives by local stakeholders provided opportunities to test how
activities identified together can work in real life situations.
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Local stakeholders benefit from new knowledge and
experience, and lessons from other similar areas
Key local stakeholders benefited from a wide range of targeted capacity-building — train-
ings, workshops and exchanges — on topics like objective oriented planning, local en-
vironmental action plans, environmental impact assessment, the Aarhus Convention,
proposal writing and project cycle management, biological monitoring, habitat typology,
education programmes and curriculum development, sustainable tourism, environ-
mentally friendly agriculture and sustainable hunting.
Stakeholders participated in several exchange programmes and learned from the experi-
ences of communities on the other side of the border and similar areas in countries of
the region and beyond. Study visits have been organised to areas such as Ohrid Lake, be-
tween the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Albania; Peipsi Lake, between Es-
tonia and Russia; the protected Lonjsko Polje wetland in Croatia; Constance Lake between
Switzerland, Germany and Austria and Abruzzo, Lazio and Molise National Park in Italy.
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The project identified the selling of
local handicrafts — like the tradi-
tional carpets of Chiprovtzi, Bul-
garia and Pirot, Serbia — as a way to
develop the tourism trade in West
Stara Planina. (REC archive)
The management of shared natural resources is better ensured
through improved multi-stakeholder dialogue and improved
capacities of resource management bodies
New methods for addressing issues related to the management of natural resources on
the level of local communities have been introduced. Forum meetings, topic oriented
working groups and workshops on concrete resource management aspects provided op-
portunities for stakeholders to elaborate a joint approach towards issues like fishing and
hunting in protected areas, adopting environmentally friendly farming methods, and
developing sustainable tourism.
In the framework of direct technical assistance, management authorities, local authori-
ties, agricultural bodies and schools received basic equipment for office operations and
monitoring, education facilities and other tools necessary for performing their work.
Improved capacities of management authorities and benefits of a multi-stakeholder ap-
proach come together in concrete local initiatives where, for example, processes aimed
at the designation of new protected areas, the development of common tourism prod-
ucts and safeguarding agro-biodiversity are implemented in a joint effort.
Countries involved made progress towards stability and
European integration
Due to its scope and nature, the project aligned with many other initiatives intending
to help countries of South Eastern Europe to recover and make progress toward eco-
nomic and social stability, democracy and European integration. In this respect the
project provided significant support to the implementation of the Stability Pact and
the Stabilisation and Association Process of the European Union.
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Shared natural resources are a good basis
for trans-boundary cooperation
An important characteristic of the project was that it was designed to function in trans-
boundary areas where, for various reasons (recent military conflicts, political tensions
between countries or ethnic differences), borders were strong barriers that isolated com-
munities from one another for years. It was therefore an explicit goal to re-establish pos-
itive and productive relationships, where otherwise marginalised local communities could
open up and rejoin national and international networks. At the same time all three sites
are based on natural ecosystems shared by two countries and are rich in biodiversity.
They host large protected sites that are included in national systems of conservation areas
and are also recognised at the international level.
In this context the joint management of natural resources proved to be a good vehicle
for launching a wide-scale trans-boundary dialogue. Local communities with their tra-
ditions deeply rooted in the area expressed very strong connections to their region and
their natural surroundings, which lent a natural link between people separated by bor-
ders. Even though environmental services were a difficult notion for local people and
the topic was not at the top of local decision makers’ agendas, these aspects were an im-
portant engine of the project.
Neutrality was another key aspect. Topics like nature and environment transcend na-
tional and political divisions, making them suitable for engaging local societies in joint
discussions. As capacities for improving and harmonising approaches for the manage-
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BOX 25 LESSONS LEARNED
• Shared natural resources are a good basis for trans-
boundary cooperation.
• Trans-boundary cooperation yields many benefits.
• Sustainability of trans-boundary cooperation requires
multi-level integration.
• Trans-boundary cooperation promotes decentralisa-
tion and good governance
• Trans-boundary cooperation entails flexibility and a
process-oriented approach.
• Building and maintaining trust among players require
special attention in trans-boundary projects.
• The complexity of trans-boundary projects requires a
constant search for synergies.
Shared natural entities,
when deeply embed-
ded in the local
culture, help unite
communities divided
by country borders.
They provide a neutral
topic for trans-bound-
ary exchanges, which,
when led by an inde-
pendent facilitator, can
serve as a bridge in po-
litically, ethnically and
economically difficult
cross-border situations.
ment of shared ecosystems were limited, and communities were facing severe socio-eco-
nomic problems, external support was welcomed and local stakeholders were open to
getting involved in trans-boundary processes.
To keep processes running, however, an independent facilitator was also required. The
REC, as a non-partisan, non-advocacy, international organisation and the implementer
of the project, played this role. In maintaining its neutrality and independence, the REC
benefited from its mandate within REReP to support countries of the region in solving
environmental problems.
Cross-border cooperation provides various local benefits
Local benefits of engaging in trans-boundary cooperation are numerous, and all of
them are highly valued by the communities at the three sites. Trans-boundary cooper-
ation raised the profile of the three cross-border regions and promoted their values
and beauty. It attracted the attention of national governments and the international
community, and created a
positive image of the sites.
Two remote border areas con-
sidered a “dead-end” before,
the Neretva Delta and West
Stara Planina, are now highly
valued as unique cross-border
natural entities.
The most important benefits
are found in improved condi-
tions for local sustainable de-
velopment. As a pioneering
effort in promoting trans-
boundary protected areas and
the joint management of nat-
ural resources, the project in-
creased the visibility of
protected areas and local un-
derstanding concerning the
necessity of nature conserva-
tion. When important natural
values were not protected on
one side of the border the
project helped in harmonis-
ing conservation efforts and,
in some cases, it contributed
to the designation of new
protected areas.
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Trans-boundary
cooperation raises the
profile of border areas,
attracts the attention of
national authorities,
donors and investors,
and opens the door to
involvement in Europe-
wide processes of
territorial cooperation.
However, local
capacities are often
limited, and therefore
extensive capacity
building is vital for
realising such potential.
The “Propast” cave, explored and in-
ventoried through a grant supported
by the project, is one of many naviga-
ble caverns that make spelunking a
promising branch of West Stara Plan-
ina’s tourism industry. (REC archive)
Cooperation across borders introduced a new framework to regional development. It
opened up and widened the locally focused vision of isolated border communities, and
promoted a region-wide perception of joint development in a trans-boundary setting. It
facilitated national activities and projects, and improved collaboration between author-
ities. The creation of trans-boundary organisational structures was initiated and local ac-
tors benefited from joint capacity-building work and the trans-boundary exchange of
good practices. Trans-boundary forums within the project often substituted missing
governmental structures, when such did not exist on one side of the border.
However, the trans-boundary character of the project and trans-boundary cooperation
as such faces many obstacles and has its drawbacks. Ensuring the necessary level of co-
operation, also backed up by official agreements, consumes considerable time and re-
sources. In the case of small communities, cooperation often depends on committed
individuals (which are sometimes missing), but in order to ensure sustainability the com-
mitment of local institutions is equally important. When efficient regulations are miss-
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BOX 26 INCREASED PROTECTION OF SKADAR/SHKODRA LAKE
The Montenegrin part of Skadar/Shkodra Lake has
been under official protection since 1983 and has
held international status since 1995. Until the end of
2005 this was not the case on the Albanian side.
However, cooperation throughout the years of the
project and the growing commitment of local and
national players to the protection of the lake
brought important results in this respect. Today
these achievements are the cornerstone of trans-
boundary cooperation and serve as concrete safe-
guards concerning the protection of the lake.
On November 2, 2005, following a consultation
lasting several months, carried out by the project
team upon the request of the Albanian Ministry of
Environment, the Albanian part of Skadar/Shkodra
Lake received official national-level protection. An
area of 23,027 hectares has been designated and
received the status of “managed nature reserve.”
Negotiations began shortly after the start of the
project. Initial preparations, including the prepara-
tion of GIS maps and developing the zoning of the
future protected site, were supported by the proj-
ect. Once the Albanian Ministry of Environment
prepared the draft documentation, the project
team took on the task of facilitating the public con-
sultation process to find a consensus among local
stakeholders. Starting in June and finishing in Sep-
tember 2005, the process included seven stake-
holder meetings, which involved local authorities,
communes concerned by the zoning of the pro-
tected area, institutions and important stakeholder
groups (e.g. fisherman, local communities). All rel-
evant local authorities gave their assent, which was
the green light to proclaim the site.
In parallel, efforts were made to ensure the inter-
national recognition of the high conservation value
of the lake. The process aimed to include the site
on the List of Wetlands of International Importance
under the Ramsar Convention. It involved the
preparation of necessary data sheets and providing
information for accepting the country’s application,
and issuance of the Ramsar Diploma.
On February 2, 2006 this work was successfully
completed. The diploma was handed over to the
country during a promotional event organised by
the project on the International Day of Wetlands.
Most of the work for the actual protection of the
Skadar/Shkodra Lake is still ahead, and the con-
tinued motivation of stakeholders will be required.
However, the groundwork for joining forces for
this cause has been laid: both countries now
legally protect the entire lake and most adjacent
wetlands, and the area also enjoys international
protection status.
ing, increased attention and intensified trans-boundary cooperation may also trigger un-
controlled developments undermining the sustainable development of border areas.
With EU integration, countries must plan wisely to ensure that the inflow of EU funds
promotes rather than undermines sustainable development.
Realising the potential and benefits demanded sufficient local capacity, which was rarely
evident in the project sites, where most institutions and actors dealing with local de-
velopment and environmental matters are still evolving. Even when institutions were in
place, their capacities were not sufficient to carry out their work at the standards re-
quired. Coordination with other players or with counterparts across the border and par-
ticipation in open planning processes were not among their methods of work, although
these are of key importance for the sound management of resources.
In order to have real local partners for all of those concepts envisioned by the project,
capacity building had to become a permanent component. It was a well articulated need
of the institutions involved, partly because they were lacking basic resources, and partly
because the project brought in new, unfamiliar methods of work. Capacity building
was not restricted to existing institutions or official bodies. It was more a process that
involved entire communities, and as a result of the participatory approach of the proj-
ect many stakeholders were exposed to new knowledge and were “growing” together as
a community. Capacity building involved the following key activities:
• absorption of new knowledge and development of new skills through targeted train-
ing in various areas and for various stakeholder groups;
• technical assistance to local agencies responsible for the management of protected
areas and natural resources, based on a careful assessment of needs;
• creating networks — by linking actors and promoting the regular exchange of infor-
mation — and strengthening them by establishing linkages with regional and inter-
national networks with a similar focus or function; and
• providing opportunities for local stakeholders to apply new skills and knowledge
and incorporate them into their daily work practices by encouraging them to develop
and implement ideas in real-life situations.
Sustainability of cross-border activities
requires multi-level integration
The willingness of local players, backed up by the political support of governments,
paved the way to the initiation of an authentic and meaningful trans-boundary dialogue
at all the three sites. Both components — local ownership and national level support —
were important preconditions the project had to ensure. By supporting bottom-up
processes it managed to strengthen local institutions and communities to embrace new
initiatives, to create local ownership for trans-boundary cooperation and to integrate the
interests of communities in the agenda of local authorities. The close involvement of
national governments and institutions was also maintained, and it proved to be a very
effective tool for scaling up local needs to the national level.
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Building functional
trans-boundary coop-
eration mechanisms
requires strong local
ownership and a bot-
tom-up approach. The
sustainability of such
mechanisms requires
institutionalised struc-
tures recognised at the
local, national and
international levels and
a legal framework
that allows trans-
boundary activities.
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BOX 27 IMPROVING LOCAL CAPACITIES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION NERETVA DELTA
School networking
Local stakeholders identified the low awareness of
citizens of the natural and cultural wealth of the
Neretva Delta region as one of the main obstacles
concerning the protection and sustainable man-
agement of shared natural resources. In response
to this, starting from January 2004, a specific set of
activities was implemented targeting schools. The
work of the project took the form of an evolving
process called school networking, which sought to
increase the environmental awareness of school-
children, help teachers to adopt innovative meth-
ods in environmental education and exchange
experiences on possibilities to develop cooperative
projects linking schools on the two sides of the bor-
der. The process was launched through a workshop
of teachers and interested NGOs, where the trans-
boundary forum of schools — an informal network
of teachers and environmental education organisa-
tions — was established. Members proposed con-
crete activities and later took an active role in their
implementation.
Trans-boundary newsletter
Herzegovina, Our Beautiful Home
This newsletter is a cross-border product of schools
involved in the project. Its purpose is to promote a
better understanding among students of the need
for joint efforts to protect the region’s natural and
cultural values. The magazine presents the work of
teachers, scientists, students and NGO representa-
tives, and reaches a large audience in schools,
NGOs, local authorities, relevant ministries, public
enterprises, and other institutions.
Environmental education package
Developed to support the work of teachers working
in primary schools and kindergartens, this package,
which includes a teacher’s manual and video tape,
presents new methods of interactive learning and
helps teachers to apply them according to specific
local conditions. It was introduced and distributed to
schools and NGOs through a two-day workshop,
and was presented to relevant national institutions.
Wooden jigsaw puzzles for children at the Ornithological Museum in Metkovich (REC archive)
While building networks was important at the beginning of the project, their sus-
tained existence could not be imagined without turning them into formal trans-bound-
ary institutions. In the short term, the project provided opportunities for players to
come together, learn new methods of work and identify joint priorities. However, the
longer term goal behind all of these was to keep cooperation alive, and to ensure that
stakeholders adopt new methods for their own long-term benefit. As results confirm,
perspectives for such long-term commitments are the most promising in situations
where newly launched cooperation platforms, networks and groupings naturally grow
into well established institutions, and those involved formally express their willingness
to maintain trans-boundary cooperation and look for new opportunities. The project
intended to achieve this by strengthening existing institutions, allowing new ones to
get established, and promoting the institutionalisation of the cooperation itself. The
process featured:
• Strengthening existing institutions and local authorities: training and education
activities and direct support to concrete initiatives strengthened the capacities of ex-
isting institutions. Their participation in gathering information and carrying out
studies supported them in enlarging their own knowledge about the region.
• Supporting the creation of new institutions: in some cases direct support to
local civil society resulted in the establishment of new local NGOs. Some of
these became important players with support from local authorities and other
funding agencies.
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BOX 28 IMPROVING LOCAL CAPACITIES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AT NERETVA DELTA (continued)
Bird watching guide for children
The guide introduces 33 common bird species of
the delta by presenting short stories related to
them, supported with illustrations, a map and prac-
tical advice for bird watching. The booklet was de-
veloped for primary school children, and it works
as a practical tool for designing nature education
activities.
Education trail in
Hutovo Blato Nature Park
In a joint effort between the NGO Mochvara, the
authority of the Hutovo Blato Nature Park, the Min-
istry of Civil Engineering, Spatial Planning and En-
vironment, Herzegovina-Neretva Canton and REC
site coordinators, a 110-metre educational trail was
constructed to foster outdoor nature education
and to diversify the touristic offerings of the nature
park. The trail provides basic information on the
park and its biodiversity on seven information
boards placed along the trail. It contains a set of in-
teractive elements helping children to learn about
tree species, animal calls and other things about
the natural world.
Interactive education modules in the
Ornithological Museum of Metkovich
Six different education modules were developed as
a tool for indoor nature education. They include
wooden puzzles featuring wetland birds, special de-
vices to learn about calls of wetland creaturers and
recognise the silhouettes of bird species, a map of
protected sites and a colourful presentation of pro-
tected areas in the Neretva Delta. These modules
have generated great interest among visitors and
are frequently used by classes.
• Establishing links among institutions and organisations from different sectors:
established cooperation mechanisms brought together organisations dealing with
different aspects of resource management and local development, which often re-
ceived the interest and support of relevant national bodies.
• Establishing and strengthening cross-border cooperation mechanisms: trans-
boundary forums and topic-oriented working groups not only served as a basis for
discussing project-related issues. Ideas discussed were often taken forward and new
local or regional institutions emerged, becoming the actual players in forming an of-
ficial trans-boundary body or officially committing to trans-boundary cooperation.
• Seeking new funding: recent developments proved that all three project sites can
count on the interest of other international donor agencies. EU integration is one
of the processes that may well bring new funding opportunities and additional mo-
tivation for local actors to continue. In any case, it is important that local processes
launched through the project are followed up and further strengthened, which re-
quires additional efforts from local actors and their newly established networks.
In summary, sustainability of trans-boundary cooperation depends on many external
factors. Besides local commitment, the openness and positive attitude of national gov-
ernments, interest of other international organisations and the availability of additional
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BOX 29 THE EVOLUTION OF TRANS-BOUNDARY COOPERATION IN WEST STARA PLANINA
History offers convincing evidence that the moun-
tains of West Stara Planina more often separated
people than unite them. With the assistance of the
project, local stakeholders established contacts
across the border and realised they have common
traditions, problems and priorities. Now, after five
years of dialogue, they have a common vision and
commitment to fulfil it jointly. Partnerships across
the border have been established and strengthened
little by little, starting from the very grass-root level
and reaching the highest political levels of the gov-
ernance of the region.
At the start in 2001-2002 the project sought to
bring stakeholders together through meetings of
municipalities, teachers, farmers, small businesses,
foresters, NGOs and media, so that contacts could
be established and joint problems are discussed.
As the first contacts deepened, a process of setting
joint priorities was initiated where local stakehold-
ers identified main areas for trans-boundary coop-
eration, namely: development of environmentally
friendly tourism and agriculture, revitalisation of
local traditions and joint management of natural re-
sources. In this period (2003-2004) joint action
plans for cooperation were developed and trans-
boundary working groups were formed.
The next years (2005-2006) witnessed a strength-
ening of these first forms of institutionalised trans-
boundary cooperation. Locally defined priorities
and partnerships were placed on the political
agenda of mayors. They adopted them and com-
mitted to trans-boundary cooperation through sign-
ing the Letter of Intent for Trans-boundary
Cooperation on the Sustainable Development of
West Stara Planina on July 8, 2005, as well as to es-
tablishing a joint organisation — Euroregion Stara
Planina — under the framework of the Council of
Europe, to implement the joint vision. Their priori-
ties were also adopted by the two governments and
the newly established Euroregion was recognised
by the Council of Europe.
Trans-boundary
cooperation projects
contribute to decentral-
isation by creating new
mandates for local
authorities to facilitate
trans-boundary
processes, underlining
their importance
concerning local
developments and
giving them new
opportunities to learn.
They provide a basis
for adopting good
governance practices,
and foster collaboration
between institutions at
different levels.
funding mechanisms supporting similar principles of work are required. Handing over
the role of facilitation from the project to local stakeholders therefore is risky. If no
stable structure is in place to take over, cooperation mechanisms may become threat-
ened and switch back to dependence on external interventions.
Cooperation between people from neighbouring states
promotes decentralisation and good governance
By revitalising lines of communication among different players and across borders, and
by concentrating on the local level, the project created conditions for decentralisation
and improving governance practices. Although it addressed issues related to nature con-
servation and the sustainable use of natural resources, these efforts were made in the con-
text of the development of local communities.
Although many sectors and types of institutions were involved, local authorities turned
out to be one of the most appropriate players to take the lead in processes of dialogue
and cooperation. They engaged in dealing with the topics of the project, which under-
lined their responsibilities concerning the development of communities they represent.
They endorsed priorities defined by local stakeholders, engaged in organising forum
meetings, and formally committed to regional and trans-boundary cooperation on issues
like nature conservation, tourism or agriculture. They established partnerships with local
businesses, NGOs and their counterparts representing other communities on the other
side of the border.
All of these activities resulted in an increased level of integration among topics, institu-
tions and territorial units. The sound management of shared natural resources received
considerable attention when local priorities were being identified, and it eventually be-
came the backbone for regional development, democracy and decentralisation. Trans-
boundary cooperation widened the locally focused vision of isolated border communities.
The approach to local development became more open, treating local communities as
part of a wider cross-border region, and not as units isolated from each other.
It is too early to judge to what extent environmental and socio-economic problems such
as the unsustainable exploitation of natural resources, biodiversity loss, economic de-
pression or depopulation will be solved, but the good practices developed will surely
help empower local governments and raise their awareness of local problems.
Cross-border projects entail flexibility
and a process-oriented approach
Launching and maintaining processes of cooperation and dialogue were the primary
aims of the project. The topic of the project — the protection and management of shared
natural resources — was used more as a vehicle and the basis on which cooperation
could happen, while most efforts were targeted at sustaining processes.
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BOX 30 THE EVOLUTION OF THE ROLE OF LOCAL AUTHORITIES IN WEST STARA PLANINA
Local authorities were the main partners and actors
in activities of the project carried out in West Stara
Planina. Before the launch of the project, they had
only occasional contact with adjoining municipali-
ties or municipalities across the border. One of the
major results of the project was that it served as a
unifying factor, bringing together local authorities
not only in a trans-boundary context but in the re-
gional context as well.
While originally municipalities were acting on their
own, pursuing their local priorities and develop-
ment agendas, as a result of the project they started
cooperating and formalised their cooperation in the
establishment of two associations — one on the Bul-
garian and one on the Serbian side — and the jointly
established Euroregion Stara Planina. They now go
beyond expressing local concerns within their
boundaries, and become the drivers of regional de-
velopment processes encompassing the whole
West Stara Planina. Municipalities set joint priorities
in which local concerns are incorporated into re-
gional ones and they are getting involved in forming
the regional policy for the West Stara Planina area:
they are involved in the formulation of the opera-
tional programmes for the European Commission’s
support programme focusing on trans-boundary
cooperation between Bulgaria and Serbia.
The project facilitated the establishment of a new
role of West Stara Planina municipalities: a widened
geographical approach to development and a
widened scope of action and decision making in
the spheres of environmentally friendly tourism,
agriculture and trans-boundary management of nat-
ural resources.
BOX 31 THE PROCESS OF ESTABLISHING THE SKADAR/SHKODRA LAKE FORUM
Introducing the project to local stakeholders, as well
as opening the door to their contributions and in-
volvement, was the very first activity of the project.
Two large-scale events — “get everyone involved”
meetings — were organised at the end of 2000. Be-
sides presenting main objectives and the scope of
the project, these events were intended to mobilise
all possible players interested in issues related to the
lake. Invitations were sent to several “environmen-
tal” addresses, and the meetings were also an-
nounced through national media, so that all
stakeholders had the same chance to take part.
Many different topics related to the lake were raised
and discussed during the meetings, and stakehold-
ers were invited to propose concrete activities that
might be included in the project action plan. They
also identified national representatives to present
and defend those activities at project planning
workshops that followed soon afterwards.
Year by year, through the implementation of many
different activities, actors playing a key role in the
protection and management of the lake were recog-
nised in both countries. As a result, large meetings,
similar to the “get everyone involved” meetings or-
ganised at the beginning, were gradually substituted
by a smaller but more permanent trans-boundary
structure: the Skadar/Shkodra Lake Forum.
The forum was established as an advisory body
within the project, in order to improve the practice
of transparent cooperation and dialogue with local
stakeholders. Regular forum meetings were organ-
ised on the national and cross-border levels, shar-
ing all information about the lake among the
members. The forum included a cross-section of
stakeholder groups, involving representatives of the
ministries of environment from Albania and Mon-
tenegro, local authorities, non-governmental or-
ganisations, universities and management
authorities of protected areas.
One of the reasons for this distinction between processes and topics comes from the fact
that the project worked with a very large and diverse group of stakeholders, and their
continued participation was a precondition for success. Maintaining their motivation re-
quired not only considerable attention to processes but also flexibility, so that the proj-
ect could respond to new needs and issues as they arose.
A lot of emphasis was placed on fostering a positive attitude and building trust among
stakeholders. Relationships have been established and networks for communication and
partnership have been created. A wide range of local actors took responsibility for objec-
tives of the project through participating at regional planning meetings, and engaging in
open discussions regarding the project. Trans-boundary forums helped local stakeholders
to closely follow the implementation, advise on adjustments and eventually participate in
any debates concerning the management of natural resources and the development of the
region. Large forums proved to be more effective in building trust, ensuring transparency
or provoking debate on broader issues. When more specific topics were addressed, topic-
oriented cross-border working groups or specific stakeholder networks were required.
The complexity of trans-boundary cooperation and the difficult context in which it takes
place requires strong commitment by local people, which makes such projects depend on
individuals. Having community leaders on board is very important, especially in small rural
communities, but the commitment of institutions is also necessary. When these elements
are missing, cooperation processes are delayed or do not manage to reach entire commu-
nities.
Removing political barriers within regions raises another difficulty in maintaining trans-
boundary dialogue and cooperation. Political changes also result in personnel turnover in
state institutions, which creates problems of continuity.
Building and maintaining trust between project partners from
neighbouring countries requires special attention
In historically closed, marginalised and ethnically divided border communities the lack of
trust is often widespread and requires constant investments in trust building. In order to
create an environment in which actors would trust each other and openly discuss issues of
common interest, the project itself had to be seen as transparent and fair. Therefore, the full
transparency of project processes and openness towards any new stakeholders interested or
new activities were fundamental elements of the overall approach throughout the planning
and implementation. It was the only way to maintain the trust and confidence of partici-
pants. In sensitive situations like those in the cross-border sites the slightest doubt con-
cerning the fairness of the project would have had a disastrous impact. It could have blocked
the process of trans-boundary community building, and exacerbated trans-boundary con-
flicts and alienation.
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To ensure a joint
approach to the
development of trans-
boundary regions the
widest possible range
of players needs to be
mobilised. However,
trans-boundary
projects have to
operate in a highly
dynamic environment:
political patterns and
development agendas
often change, and
state institutions
operate with rapid
personnel turnover. All
of these require a
flexible and process-
oriented approach.
The complexity of transboundary activities requires
a constant search for synergies
Working with topics of natural resource management, with a wide range of activities
and target groups and in trans-boundary regions targeted by several projects makes the
ensuring of synergies an important element. These synergies need to be explored and
maintained not only among activities of the project, but also with other external ini-
tiatives. The project had two parallel features which had to be addressed simultane-
ously throughout the whole process of implementation. On the one hand, internal
coherence had to be maintained, with a single strategic intervention behind all activ-
ities at the different project sites. On the other hand, activities had to be planned and
implemented according to local conditions and needs.
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The trust of players
and their confidence
in the fairness of
dealings within the
project is especially
important when
ethnically and
politically divided
communities are to
cooperate. To
maintain trust requires
special efforts towards
ensuring transparency
and openness.
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Preserving the remaining old growth
deciduous forests of West Stara
Planina, a key habitat for the long-
horned beetle (Morimus funereus),
a Natura 2000 species, requires co-
operation between the two coun-
tries and the involvement of
international organisations.
(Ors Marczin)
Local working meetings and events — part of the overall planning and implementation
process — ensured that different local level activities intersect and are coordinated with
each other. This allowed exploring synergies among activities taking place at the same
time, and carrying them out in a logical sequence. Linkages among activities in different
sites have been ensured by maintaining regular communication among different com-
munities and cross-border sites. Possibilities to link activities that focus on different top-
ics have also been explored.
Coordination with national and international level processes has also been sought. At
all three sites issues brought up on the local level attracted the attention of national ac-
tors, and in just a few years of project implementation local level priorities became im-
portant elements of national development agendas, or national-level development
initiatives reached local communities at the sites. Attaining the support of national gov-
ernments was also an important step towards achieving the formal acceptance of the
cross-border dialogue launched within the project.
Possible interrelations between local networks and project activities and relevant inter-
national networks and programmes were also explored. Connections have been estab-
lished with organisations such as IUCN, UNESCO, WWF, the Transfrontier Protected
Area Network, the Global Lake Network, and others. Through these, local stakeholders
received direct access to international knowledge and experience, and became more re-
sponsible for the project. Intentions to create conditions for attracting additional fund-
ing were another important aspect in networking with international organisations and
potential donors. Several initiatives of organisations like the Department for Food, Rural
Development and Agriculture, UK; the World Bank; and the European Commission
were recently launched in the project sites. They can add considerable value to the proj-
ect and also benefit from its results.
The importance of linkages and synergies had important implications concerning the
structure and functioning of the project team. Site coordinators — the “faces” of the proj-
ect towards local communities — were not only implementing project activities, but also
needed to join the networks of local stakeholders. At the same time, interaction be-
tween sites, with governments or with other projects had to be maintained on the local
level through site offices and on the regional level through regional coordination.
T R A N S - B O U N DA RY CO O P E R AT I O N T H RO U G H T H E M A NAG E M E N T O F S H A R E D NAT U R A L R E S O U RC E S88
PA R T V L ESSONS
Trans-boundary
projects dealing with
the management of
natural resources
require a high level of
integration across
issues, countries, and
organisations. As a
result, synergies among
activities are just as
important as the
activities themselves,
and exploring them
demands special care
and a project team
able to operate on the
local, national and
international levels.
Future work and follow-up activities proposed for the fourth phase and beyond, focus
on a few key directions. The long-term sustainability of local processes initiated through
the project and transferring the mandate of REC site offices to relevant local players are
the central elements.
Supporting continued trans-boundary cooperation
Trans-boundary cooperation has significantly evolved in the three project sites over the
past six years. Today, cross-border forums are fully accepted and able to carry out their
mandates to facilitate cooperative work. However, the questions surrounding the future
existence of such forums have not been fully answered. Laying the groundwork for con-
tinued trans-boundary cooperation will be entirely within the scope of the final project
phase to be carried out in 2007 and 2008, with the financial support of SDC.
The level of development is different at each of the the three sites. In West Stara Plan-
ina, where the institutionalisation of trans-boundary cooperation is more advanced, ef-
forts will need to focus on building capacities of newly established cooperation
institutions. The Euroregion of Stara Planina has been formally established to promote
and facilitate trans-boundary cooperation, and funding is becoming available through
the EU cross-border cooperation programme. However, modes of operation, internal
structures and procedures still need to be worked out.
The Euroregion’s secretariat and thematic working groups of local experts need to be
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BOX 32 KEY AREAS OF FUTURE WORK
• Strengthen existing forms of trans-boundary coopera-
tion, and assess possibilities for establishing a long-last-
ing institutional basis for such;
• Support the implementation of priorities identified by
local stakeholders through larger scale local initiatives in
the fields of tourism, agriculture, water management, en-
vironmental education and environmental investments;
• Support the development of harmonised manage-
ment approaches for newly established protected
areas;
• Transfer the project experience to other potential
cross-border sites.
strengthened to take on their roles as the working bodies of the Euroregion. The efforts
in the coming years will therefore concentrate on ensuring that the Euroregion has suf-
ficient mechanisms of operation and a network of trained staff to execute its mandate,
which is:
• to implement the Letter of Intent for Trans-boundary Cooperation in the Sustain-
able Development of the Region, signed by the municipalities;
• to become a key player in regional planning and development; and
• to be a partner to the EU in trans-boundary cooperation policy.
This, among others, entails that the Euroregion is recognised within the European Union
and corresponds to the European Commission criteria for Trans-boundary Entities.
At Neretva Delta and Skadar/Shkodra Lake it is a natural step to first explicitly address
the long-term sustainability of forums and define the scope of their work outside of the
project and beyond its timeframe. Realising that trans-boundary forums — as the mech-
anisms for stakeholder cooperation in a trans-boundary context — represent the core
work of the project, strengthening them, and engaging members in identifying viable op-
tions for the long-term functioning of the forums has been selected as one of the main
directions of work.
At these two sites the last two years of the project will therefore focus on these priorities,
and it is expected that by the end of 2008 independent and self-sufficient new forums will
be in place, with a clearly defined legal status. Forums could then operate, for example,
as a commission, agency or committee, similar to river or lake basin management au-
thorities that operate all over the world. There are several scenarios for organising and
structuring such an official forum, and this will be carefully looked at in following period.
Targeted capacity building and investments in concrete activities
Through the efforts of the project to define joint local priorities and test them through
small-scale activities, a few very concrete topics crystallised. Work targeting these topics
have a great potential to deliver expected local benefits which has made them priorities.
However, follow-up steps would require a different approach, with more focused ca-
pacity building activities and more room for concrete investments. A few examples of
these possible future activities are presented in Box 33.
The recent designation of the nature reserve on the Albanian side of Skadar/Shkodra
Lake and the significant progress made concerning the establishment of the West Balkan
Nature Park in Bulgaria open new opportunities for strengthening joint nature conser-
vation efforts. Possibilities for concrete work include the establishment of trans-bound-
ary working groups of management authorities, improving their capacities through
transferring lessons from other countries and supporting their work on harmonising man-
agement plans of respective protected areas. To have a real trans-boundary protected area
with a joint management plan could be considered as the final output of such a process.
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Although concrete results concerning the designation of the Lower Neretva Nature Park
in Croatia are not yet visible, in case the process advances, existing cross-border coop-
eration mechanisms might be utilised in the same manner.
Finally, lessons emerging from this project might very well be transferred and used in
similar initiatives operating in other cross-border areas. Projects that deal with nature con-
servation and intend to employ a broader focus — a wider group of stakeholders, re-
source management aspects, cross-sectoral cooperation, and others — will also find the
conclusions of this project useful. Its overall approach to nature conservation is truly
innovative and supportive of an increased role for local communities in conservation
efforts. It avoids adopting a narrow “reserve approach” and seeks to treat nature as a
basis for sustainable development — as a value that needs protection, an important ele-
ment of the quality of the living environment and also a resource that carries real de-
velopment opportunities.
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BOX 33 POSSIBLE ACTIVITIES FOR THE FUTURE
Neretva Delta
• Improving local capacities for wastewater treat-
ment through the introduction of non-conven-
tional technologies;
• Developing concrete sustainable tourism prod-
ucts — bird watching tourism, speleological
tourism, eco-villages — and light infrastructure
for visitor management;
• Direct support to sustainable and organic agri-
culture through developing a local eco-label for
products small-scale pilot activities on organic
production.
Skadar/Shkodra Lake
• Developing sustainable tourism through capac-
ity building activities, investments in light infra-
structure for visitors management and systematic
promotional campaigns;
• Developing a comprehensive environmental
education package for primary schools;
• Assistance to local authorities to identify envi-
ronmental investment needs, prepare the doc-
umentation for concrete investments and seek
funding for implementation.
West Stara Planina
• Developing West Balkan trans-boundary tourist
product and creating a network of demonstra-
tion schemes and centres that link together
tourism, agriculture and the production of
crafts;
• Supporting the development of a regional
brand for agricultural products, crafts and
tourism services and building capacities of
tourism information centres in destination man-
agement, marketing and branding.
